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Foreword 



About three years ago the Carnegie Corporation issued a quar- 
terly report to which it gave the provocative title, "Who Knows 
America?" The content of the report led clearly to the conclusion 
that nobody knows, not even "our lawmakers, journalists, civic 
leaders, diplomats, teachers, and others." Whether so inclusive an 
indictment is justified may be open to question, but no one can 
deny the urgent need for more insight and understanding. Accord- 
ing to some interpreters, Americans are the most materialistic 
people on earth; yet others see them as idealistic and even quixotic 
in their pursuit of fabulous dreams. Whereas radical critics com- 
plain of the conservatism of Americans, conservatives deplore the 
mania for change and what they regard as revolutionary tenden- 
cies. Still other observers classify the inhabitants of our republic 
as selfish or altruistic, as individualistic or gregarious, as isolationist 
or interventionist, depending upon the particular vantage point of 
preconception or prejudice from which they view its intellectual 
and social history. 

It is the author's belief that one of the principal clues to knowl- 
edge of America is the sense of mission which has run like a golden 
thread through most of her history. To a greater extent than most 
other peoples, Americans have conceived of their nation as ordained 
in some extraordinary way to accomplish great things in the world. 
For some of her leaders this mission has been interpreted as ethical 
and religious. Because of our virtues we have been chosen by God 
to guide and instruct the rest of the nations in lessons of justice 
and right. Other leaders have thought of us as having a call to carry 
civilization to the backward regions of the earth and even to rule 
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over savage and benighted peoples for their own good. To the 
majority of our spokesmen the mission of America has probably 
symbolized the dual responsibility of achieving the maximum of 
liberty and democracy in our own society and at the same time 
helping in every constructive way the rest of mankind to benefit 
from our example. 

Whether a nation's sense of mission is an asset or a hindrance to 
its cultural development is an interesting topic for speculation. It 
is at least arguable that the disadvantages outweigh the advantages. 
A strong conviction of a call to greatness is almost certain to foster 
worship of the past. Especially if the call is regarded as in any 
sense a divine one, the nation must be assumed to have been grand 
and noble from the beginning. The ideals of its founders therefore 
become sacrosanct, and its constitution takes on the character of 
a primitive fetish. In addition, its prophets are very likely to hark 
back to precursor peoples in some storied epochs of the past. As 
a result, the ideals and institutions of remote ancestors may also 
become objects of worship. Even some of our most celebrated re- 
formers have been backward-looking or illiberal with respect to 
certain aspects of their philosophy. Examples include William 
Lloyd Garrison, with his blindness toward the evils of wage-slavery 
in the industrialized North, William Jennings Bryan, with his ante- 
diluvian attitudes toward science and religion, Albert J. Beveridge, 
with his benighted ideas of empire and race, and George W. Norris 
and Robert M. LaFollette, with their isolationism and xenophobic 
fears of a League of Nations. 

In such tendencies is probably to be found an explanation of the 
basic conservatism of Americans. Despite superficial evidences to 
the contrary, we have not been a particularly originative people. 
Our law is almost exclusively of English origin. Except for Prag- 
matism, our philosophy is entirely European. Our art and litera- 
ture copy and perpetuate imported forms. Though advances in 
technology and in the applied sciences have been numerous on this 
side of the Atlantic, the foundations of pure scientific achievement 
have been nearly all European. We have added nothing to the 
forms or denominations of religion except for Mormonism, Chris- 
tian Science, and the revivalist sects, and even the underlying 
theologies of these have sprung largely from Hebrew, Platonist, 
and Pietist sources. With respect to political institutions a similar 
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story must be told. Except for federalism, the nominating conven- 
tion, the Electoral College, the independent regulatory commis- 
sion, the city-manager form of municipal government, and perhaps 
the Presidency, we have added almost nothing to the forms of 
organization that free governments cherish. Our system of judicial 
review was invented by Sir Edward Coke. Our elaborate mechanism 
of checks and balances represents an engrafting of the ideas of 
Harrington and Montesquieu on a New World growth. The refer- 
endum, woman suffrage, the Bill of Rights, the written Constitu- 
tion, were likewise importations from various European sources. 
Our chief claim to originality must lie in the extensive adaptations 
we have made of some of these borrowed institutions and in our 
establishment of a political milieu free from the relics of feudalism 
which hampered the development of liberty and equality in the 
world across the sea. 

But neither an assumption of originality nor the lack of it has 
affected very much the idea of mission. By and large, exponents 
of the idea have been perfectly willing to grant that America's 
chief role has been to preserve and continue traditions and insti- 
tutions inherited from the past. Many of our leading statesmen 
have exemplified this attitude. Several of the Fathers, notably 
Hamilton, thought of America as reproducing the achievements of 
ancient Rome. John C. Calhoun dreamed of a culture duplicating 
that of Athens, with a true democracy of equals cultivating the 
arts of leisure with the support of slave labor. Abraham Lincoln 
thought of himself as a disciple of Jefferson; Theodore Roosevelt 
and Woodrow Wilson conceived of themselves as perpetuators of 
the tradition of Lincoln. Even Franklin D. Roosevelt appealed 
more than once to the heroes of the pastto Jefferson and Jackson 
in their struggles with the judiciary, to Wilson in his battles with 
the isolationists, and to both Wilson and the Progressives in their 
contests with monopolies and the money power. With the excep- 
tion of the second Roosevelt, none of these leaders departed far 
from the ancient tradition that free competition is the soul of the 
republic, and that the sovereign individual is the end of all political 
endeavor. This fundamental conservatism seems to underlie the 
major portion of American history, and is both a consequence and 
an ingredient of the national idea of mission. 

In completing this book the author must acknowledge numerous 
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debts of wise counsel and generous assistance. His chief measure 
of gratitude must go to the Rutgers University Research Council 
and to its Director, Dr. William H. Cole, for providing the financial 
aid to make the research possible and for helping to defray the cost 
of publication. The author is especially grateful to his research 
assistants, Mr. Raymond D. Bodnar, Mr. Jules Cohn, Mr. John H. 
Donnelly, and Mr. Harris I. Effross. But this specific enumeration 
implies no lack of regard for the other graduate students in political 
theory, who have been a constant stimulus and inspiration. Grati- 
tude is due also to Mrs. Beulah H. Scheer and Captain Robert W. 
Black for help in obtaining illustrative materials and to Mrs. Sunok 
Pai for assistance with the index. Most of all, the author is indebted 
to his wife for her secretarial work on the manuscript, for her valu- 
able achievements in preparing the index, for her painstaking labors 
in checking references, and for her loyalty, patience, and self-sacri- 
fice. Without her contribution in each of these areas, this book 
would not have been possible. 

EDWARD McNALL BURNS 

New Brunswick, New Jersey 
January, 1957 
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The American Idea of Mission 



"And we Americans are peculiar, chosen 
people, the Israel of our times; we bear 
the ark of the liberties of the world." 

Herman Melville 



Chapter One 

The Idea of Mission 



From time immemorial nations have conceived of them- 
selves as superior and as endowed with a mission to domi- 
nate other peoples or to lead the rest of the world into paths of light. 
The ancient Hebrews were told by their prophets that they were "a 
holy people unto the Lord," and that God had chosen them to be "a 
peculiar people unto himself, above all the nations that are upon the 
earth." x For Plato and Aristotle the entire human race consisted of 
just two branches: Hellenes and barbarians. Plato considered it 
wrong for Hellenes to burn the houses and slaughter the women and 
children of other Hellenes, but he found no reason to condemn such 
atrocities when committed against barbarians. 2 Aristotle thought of 
barbarians as fit only for slavery by nature and approved of the idea 
that Hellenes should rule over them. 3 It was a convenient hypothesis 
which enabled the Greeks to reserve for themselves a priceless herit- 
age of freedom and democracy and to build a fabulous culture upon 
the labor of their alleged inferiors. 

The most elaborate theory in ancient times of mission and superi- 
ority was that developed by Confucianist China. According to this 
theory, the entire world constituted a single unit, and all the people 
in it were brothers. But they lacked the characteristic of equality. 
The inhabitants of China proper, who lived by the rules of propriety 
taught by Confucius, made up the "Middle Kingdom." All who dwelt 
in the surrounding area were classed as barbarians. This did not 
necessarily refer to savages. It meant principally peoples who had not 
adopted Chinese customs and dress, who did not adhere to the pro- 
prieties, and whose lives were not governed by reason. In a general 
way the area was divided into three segments: the peace-seeking 

3 



4 The Idea of Mission 

domain, where Chinese learning and the proprieties had penetrated 
half-way; the domain of restraint; and the wild domain. Insofar as 
possible the relationship of China to this outside world was that of 
teacher and admonisher. The barbarian nations were viewed by 
China as younger brothers who needed her wisdom and guidance. 
Though at times this theory broke down in practice, few would deny 
that it was one of the most humane conceptions ever entertained by 
a proud and civilized nation toward its neighbors. 4 

Ideas of mission and destiny have not been confined to ancient na- 
tions. In the nineteenth century Slavophil writers and philosophers 
in Russia portrayed their country as the divinely appointed savior of 
Europe. The West was anarchic, materialistic, and hypocritical, pro- 
fessing a devotion to "liberalism" for the benefit of the rich. Russia, 
too, had her faults sensuality, cruelty to women and children, and 
a slumbering fatalism which barred the door to the elimination of 
disease, famine, and filth. But such evils were peccadilloes compared 
with the arrogance and greed of the West. The redeeming qualities 
of the Russian peasant were humility, a willingness to share his last 
morsel with a needy neighbor, and a profound conviction of sin and 
un worthiness. As some of the philosophers expressed it, these were 
signs that "God would save Russia" and make her the instrument 
for the redemption of the world. Such results would be accomplished 
by transforming the state into a church, creating a theocracy which 
would bring the peoples of Europe and eventually the world into 
the Orthodox fold. Russia would take her destined place as the Third 
Rome with her capital at Moscow. The great Slavic empire was in 
very truth the "God-bearer" with a messianic mission to the rest of 
humanity. 5 

Western nations, also, have conceived of themselves as participat- 
ing in the afflatus which makes them chosen peoples to rescue the 
benighted of earth from depravity and ignorance. Although the 
leaders of the French Revolution proclaimed themselves humanitar- 
ians and renounced war as a relic of the barbarous past, they gradu- 
ally came to think of their nation as having the duty to bestow liberty 
upon its neighbors. In a report to the National Convention in Febru- 
ary, 1794, Robespierre asserted that it was time to announce to the 
world the true aims and principles of the Revolution. He declared 
these to be, among others, "to accomplish the destiny of mankind," 
to make France "eclipse the glory of all free peoples that have ever 
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existed/' and "become the model to the nations, the terror of oppres- 
sors, the consolation of the oppressed, the ornament of the universe/' 
His fellow patriots in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen- 
turies frequently referred to the mission of France as a "civilizer" 
( la mission civilisatrice ) in Syria, North Africa, and other parts of the 
French empire. More typical perhaps was the attitude of British 
imperialists, who took a kind of masochistic pride in holding, be- 
neath the "awful hand" of God, "dominion over palm and pine." 

If it were possible to unearth all of the facts, it would probably 
be found that every great nation, sometime in its history, has had 
dreams of destiny and grandeur, and has longed to assume a white 
man's or a brown or yellow man's supremacy over weak and retarded 
peoples. Chester Bowles has shown how the Republic of India, under 
the essentially enlightened rule of Jawaharlal Nehru, has begun to 
cultivate legends of a glorious past, with more than a suggestion that 
what has been done before can be duplicated sometime in the future. 
Children in the schools are taught that India was once the nucleus 
of a mighty empire, which included not only Ceylon, Burma, and 
Malaya, but extended to Sumatra, Java, Bali, and Borneo. The crea- 
tors of this empire did not aim at exploitation or finding new markets 
but went forth to carry "the light of civilization and the blessings 
that depend upon it to the more backward regions." The modern In- 
dian writer Chamanlal contends that the Western Hemisphere was 
discovered and actually colonized by Hindus long before the time of 
Columbus. He finds evidences for this in supposed similarities be- 
tween Old and New World cultures. The architecture and sculpture 
of the Mayas and the highly developed governmental system of the 
Incas, he argues, were clearly of South Asian origin. Nehru has testi- 
fied 'liow excited" he became upon learning of such revelations of 
India's historic role. 6 

AMERICA THE PEERLESS 

Perhaps no theme has ever dominated the minds of the leaders 
of this nation to the same extent as the idea that America occupies 
a unique place and has a special destiny among the nations of the 
earth. It is an idea which characterizes not simply flamboyant ora- 
tions but pervades the writings of critical philosophers and distin- 
guished historians and social scientists. No period of our history has 



6 The Idea of Mission 

been free from its seductive influence. Some of the founders of the 
nation seemed to have been as firmly convinced of their country's 
exalted role as the statesmen of more stable periods. When James 
Wilson looked upon the Thirteen States which had lately cemented 
a Federal Union, he boldly ventured to compare them "with the 
most illustrious commonwealths" which adorned the records of 




Congress voting Independence, 1776. By Robert Edge Pine and Edward 
Savage. Historical Society of Pennsylvania 

fame. He opined that when "some future Xenophon or Thucydides 
shall arise to do justice to their virtues and their actions, the glory 
of America will rival it will outshine the glory of Greece." 7 Jeffer- 
son, who was sometimes assailed by doubts, conveyed to John 
Adams on the eve of the War of 1812 his belief that the country 
would continue to "grow, to multiply and prosper until we exhibit 
an association, powerful, wise and happy, beyond what has yet been 
seen by men." 8 
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The logic of history would lead one to expect that the most rap- 
turous apostrophes to America's greatness would come from the 
period when she was cutting her industrial eye teeth in the 1870's 
and 1880's, or from her period of imperial grandeur after 1898. But 
such was not entirely the case. During the 1860's Orestes Brownson, 
the former Universalist and Unitarian who finally became a Catho- 
lic, declared that of all the states of the Western Hemisphere, the 
American republic alone had a destiny, "or the ability to add any- 
thing to the civilization of the race/' Canada, Mexico, and the whole 
of South America might be "absorbed in the United States without 
being missed by the civilized world." The reason for this was that 
they represented no idea. "The work of civilization could go on 
without them as well as with them." 9 About 1835 James Fenimore 
Cooper, who often took a jaundiced view of America's future, in- 
quired: "Where shall we turn to find a parallel to our progress, our 
energy, and our increasing power?" 10 

More extravagant dithyrambs in the Middle Period of American 
history were penned by such orators and poets as Edward Everett, 
Daniel Webster, and Walt Whitman. Addressing the Harvard chap- 
ter of Phi Beta Kappa in 1824, Everett declaimed that with the 
founding of the American nation "in the glittering hills of Hesperian 
climes," the "farthest Thule" had been reached. There were no more 
"retreats beyond the seas," "no more discoveries, no more hopes." ll 
Celebrating the bicentennial of the landing of the Pilgrims, Webster 
doubted that anyone possessed an imagination fertile enough to tell 
what might be the progress of America in half a century to come. 
Here, he said, was a people of from seventeen to twenty millions, 
"intelligent, educated, freeholders, freemen, republicans . . . with 
the world before them! There is nothing to check them till they 
touch the shores of the Pacific, and then, they are so much accus- 
tomed to water, that that's a facility, and no obstruction!" 12 On the 
eve of the Civil War, Walt Whitman acclaimed the United States 
as the "custodian of the future of humanity." Long before the sec- 
ond centennial of her independence, there would be "forty to fifty 
great States, among them Canada and Cuba." The Pacific would be 
ours, and the Atlantic "mainly ours." There would be daily electric 
communication with every part of the globe. "What an age! What 
a land! Where elsewhere one so great?" Like Orestes Brownson, he 
believed that America's greatness would spring from the fact that 



8 The Idea of Mission 

she epitomized an idea. For Whitman the idea was nationality, the 
"fused and fervent identity of the individual, whoever he or she 
may be, and whatever the place, with the idea and fact of AMERICAN 
TOTALITY, and with what is meant by the Flag, the stars and 
stripes." 13 

After the War of Secession, despite the welding of the nation into 
a solider unit than ever, paeans to America's greatness grew less 
ecstatic. True, there were some echoes of the earlier attitude. 
Samuel Gompers characterized America as "the apotheosis of all 
that is right." 14 And, as we shall see, the spread-eagleism of Albert 
J. Beveridge in glorifying the conquests of Cuba and the Philippines 
came close to matching anything that came out of Old World em- 
pires at the height of their arrogance. But these exceptions may be 
compared with the modest chauvinism of William Jennings Bryan 
or Robert M. LaFollette. In his lecture on "America's Mission," the 
former asserted that the people of this nation could "aspire to a 
grander destiny than has opened before any other race." He did not 
describe this destiny as a certainty but merely as an aspiration. 
Fighting against powerful odds to keep America from ratifying the 
Treaty of Versailles, Senator LaFollette spoke of his cherished be- 
lief that "this was the place for the consummation and the working 
out of the most perfect Government on earth, the most perfect Gov- 
ernment attainable." 1 ' He asserted that this was true, not because 
of any inherent superiority of the American people, but because of 
the best opportunity in the form of virgin soil and a population of 
immigrants intent upon the quest for freedom and democracy. 

As the years passed, the prophets of a glorious and expanding 
America placed more and more emphasis upon the duties and moral 
responsibilities of greatness. Increasing power and influence came 
to be regarded, not as a cause of exultation, but as an inescapable 
and almost tragic fate. Confronted with the question of what should 
be done with the newly conquered Philippines, President McKinley 
went down on his knees and prayed for divine guidance. He told a 
delegation of Methodist ministers that late one night the answer 
came to keep the islands as a possession of the United States in order 
that we might "uplift and civilize and Christianize them." During 
the same years William Jennings Bryan and Theodore Roosevelt 
were proclaiming the superiority of the nation which takes upon 
itself the White Man's Burden of protecting and bestowing good 
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upon backward peoples. The most accurate distinction between 
Western and Oriental countries, Bryan thought, was that the former 
conceived that they had a mission "to redeem and to civilize the 
world," while the latter had no mission and were satisfied to solve 
their own problems without burdening themselves with the prob- 
lems of others. 17 

Theodore Roosevelt made even more emphatic the idea that 
nations TiKeTHeTTnited States have responsibilities of international 
stewardship. The civilized peoples, he maintained, have a moral 
duty to^ further the~pFogress of history 6y helping to uplift the 
laggard peoples. But iFTiTnb soft and easy task. "We are a great 
people,^ KeTboasted. At the same time he declared that we must 
"gird up our loins as a nation, with the stern purpose to play our 
part manfully in winning the ultimate triumph." We must therefore 
"turn scornfully aside from the paths of mere ease and idleness, and 
with unfaltering steps tread the rough road of endeavor, smiting 
down the wrong and battling for the right, as Greatheart smote and 
battled in Bunyan's immortal story." 18 

As almost everyone knows, the United States renounced its claims 
to international leadership after World War I and entered upon a 
period of self-castigation for being so stupid as to be drawn into a 
war to solve the problems of a decadent Europe. Power, glory, and 
responsibility for the welfare of weaker peoples were ridiculed as 
empty or hypocritical shibboleths. Contrary to a popular impres- 
sion, idealism did not disappear entirely, for the goal of a warless 
world remained a reality. But the conception that America had a 
mission to uplift or civilize was regarded as worthy only of uncritical 
adolescents. World War II brought an awakened sense of inter- 
national responsibility, although with overtones of resignation and 
even humility. As in earlier periods, there were, of course, excep- 
tions. The forthright proprietor of Life, Time, and Fortune hailed 
the present and the immediate future as the "American Century." 
He saw the United States as the "principal guarantor of the freedom 
of the seas," "the dynamic leader of world trade," "the training cen- 
ter of the skillful servants of mankind," "the powerhouse of the 
ideals of Freedom and Justice," and "the Good Samaritan, really 
believing again it is more blessed to give than to receive." 19 

Others of our contemporaries have written in more somber vein. 
Soon after the outbreak of World War II, Henry Wallace declared 
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confidently that "the world civilization of the next hundred years, 
at least/' depended chiefly upon the United States. But he won- 
dered whether we should "wake up sufficiently" after the war "to 
conduct ourselves with a wisdom greater than that which we em- 
ployed after World War I." 20 With the end of the war he saw rest- 
ing upon the United States a fearsome responsibility of world leader- 
ship analogous to that which was assumed by Great Britain fol- 
lowing the Napoleonic Wars.* 3 

Though disagreeing with Wallace on numerous issues, President 
Harry S. Truman echoed almost his identical sentiments with regard 
to America's world responsibilities. In a speech at Wake Forest 
College during the Korean War, he described our country as "stand- 
ing before the bar of history in a very conspicuous place." This is 
because "the world is watching us, because all the world knows that 
the fate of civilization depends, to a very large extent, on what we 
do." He portrayed the "positive action for peace" in which the na- 
tion was then engaged as a costly effort, involving sacrifices and 
inconveniences and raising questions in the minds of many as to 
whether it was worth its cost. But he avowed that it was not only 
an effort worth making, but that we had to make it. It came upon 
us virtually as a decree of fate, "the result of our entire national 
experience, over the last few decades." 

Probably the most prolific writer on international affairs in Amer- 
ica today is the well-known editor and columnist, Walter Lippmann. 
As early as 1939 he announced his conviction that what Rome was 
to the ancient world, what Britain was to the nineteenth century, 
"America is to be to the world of tomorrow." He confessed that he 
wished it were otherwise, for life would be easier in a country that 
could live to itself. But when in the course of the great movements 
of history "the destiny of a nation is revealed to it," it behooves the 
citizen to accept that destiny and to make ready to meet its de- 
mands. 22 America's destiny arises from the fact that she is no longer 
on the edges of Western civilization, but at the center. If she denies 
this fact and refuses her destiny, "Western civilization, which is the 
glory of our world, will become a disorganized and decaying fringe 
around the Soviet Union and the emergent peoples^of Asia/' M But 
apparently Lippmann's conception of the mission of America differs 
considerably from that of the apostles of uplift and stewardship. 
He deplored the idea of a "persistent evangel of Americanism" tak- 
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ing the form of "meddlesome self-righteousness." For him the glory 
of America is "to do what the founders and the pioneers always 
believed was the American task: to make the New World a place 
where the ancient faith can flourish anew, and its eternal promise 
at last be redeemed." 24 Taken literally, this would involve no One 
World idea or Point Four program but a central position of leader- 
ship and domination for the United States. America as the New 
Rome would hold sway over the Atlantic and Pacific regions in 
much the same way as did the empire of the Caesars over the Medi- 
terranean, 

THE HAND OF GOD 

No truth is more patent in American history than the fact that 
this nation is an Old Testament people. Our attitudes toward thrift 
and success in business, toward Sabbath observance, toward crime 
and punishment, and toward the taboos of sex morality give con- 
vincing evidence of this. The explanation is to be found, no doubt, 
in the vigor and pervasiveness of the Calvinist influence. Calvinists 
were not confined to the Puritans of New England but included the 
Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, who settled the region east and west of 
the Alleghenies, and also the Dutch Reformed sectaries of New 
York and New Jersey. Though only a minority of the total inhabi- 
tants of the colonies, they were a dynamic and zealous group and 
disseminated their doctrines widely. 

The most common idea deriving from Old Testament sources was 
the notion that America was divinely appointed to fulfill a great 
mission in the history of our planet. In the opinion of some of the 
colonial leaders, the great events of the past had been consummated 
by God in order to prepare the way for the American triumph. 
According to Thomas Paine, the Reformation was preceded by the 
discovery of America in order that the Almighty might provide a 
sanctuary for the persecuted in future years, "when home should 
afford neither friendship nor safety." 25 John Adams declared in 1765 
that he always considered the settlement of America "with rever- 
ence and wonder, as the opening of a grand scheme and design in 
Providence for the illumination of the ignorant, and the emancipa- 
tion of the slavish part of mankind all over- the earth." 2G To several 
of the Fathers the victory of the Thirteen States in their struggle 
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New York from Brooklyn Heights, 1778. The future metropolis was already 
a bustling city. Pen-and-ink drawing by Archibald Robertson. Spencer Col- 
lection, New York Public Library 
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with Great Britain was so remarkable an event that they could ac- 
count for it only by divine intervention. Divine Providence, thought 
Benjamin Rush, had saved us despite all we had done "to ruin our- 
selves." 27 Benjamin Franklin related how, in the beginning of the 
struggle, he and his associates had prayed daily for divine aid to 
the Revolutionary cause, and how their prayers had been "gra- 
ciously answered." He said that those who were engaged in the 
struggle "observed frequent instances of a Superintending provi- 
dence in our favor." 2S The success of the Constitutional Convention 
likewise appeared to a number of the Fathers as so improbable an 
occurrence that an assumption of divine intervention was required 
to explain it. 

Through the period from Washington's inauguration to the ex- 
tinction of the flames of the Civil War, America's leaders took serene 
satisfaction in the belief that the destinies of the republic were 
guided and directed by the God of their Fathers. Two philosophers 
as disparate as Ralph Waldo Emerson and John C. Calhoun agreed 
in contending that the American people were charged by Provi- 
dence, in considerable measure, with the happiness of the human 
race. 29 Theodore Parker maintained that the virgin continent of 
North America had been hidden by God, "away off here in the 
Western ocean/' as an ultimate home for the "ideas of Christianity, 
Protestantism, and Democracy." 30 Even the calamities which befell 
the nation were interpreted as divine chastisements for the eventual 
benefit of the chosen people. In proclaiming a national fast day for 
March 30, 1863, Abraham Lincoln set forth the view that the awful 
conflict between the states was "but a punishment inflicted upon 
us for our presumptuous sins," to the end that the whole people 
might be redeemed. The purposes of the Almighty, he wrote later, 
are perfect, and therefore some great good must finally come from 
the mighty convulsion. The war itself was an act of God. No mortal 
could have brought it to pass or stayed its occurrence. 31 

The belief that America is the chosen instrument of God for the 
fulfillment of benign and exalted purposes has not died out even in 
our own day. At the Democratic National Convention of 1952 Presi- 
dent Harry S % Truman proudly declared that, under his adminis- 
tration, America had "finally stepped into the leadership which 
Almighty God intended us to assume a .generation ago." In another 
connection he made clear that the idea he had in mind was the 
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mission of the United States to direct the world toward peace. This 
it should have done after World War I by entering and leading the 
League of Nations. 32 But the most grandiloquent expressions of the 
divine mission were products of the second half of the nineteenth 
century. They emanated from the minds of religious dreamers like 
Orestes Brownson and from political idealists like Albert J. Bev- 
eridge. 

After saturating his mind with Hegelian political philosophy, 
Brownson came forth with the doctrine that every great nation has 
a special mission to realize an idea given to it by Providence. Every 
great nation is in some sense a chosen people of God. The Jews 
were a chosen people through whom the pure worship of one God 
was to be preserved, and the Messiah was to come. The Greeks were 
a chosen people for the development and realization of the beautiful 
in art and of the true in science and philosophy. The special mission 
of the Romans was to cultivate the growth of the state, law, and 
jurisprudence. The United States has a mission not only to continue 
the work assigned to Greece and Rome but to accomplish a still 
greater purpose. In art its divinely appointed destiny is to "rival 
Greece," and in science and philosophy to surpass it. In the realm 
of the political it "must continue and surpass Rome." Its goal is not 
so much the achievement of liberty as the realization of "the true 
idea of the state," which harmonizes the authority of the public and 
the freedom of the individual. "In other words, its mission is to 
bring out in its life the dialectic union of authority and liberty, of 
the natural rights of man and those of society." 83 That the American 
people were not unaware of this mission was proved by their calm- 
ness during the bloody ordeal of the Civil War, This was not arro- 
gance or self-conceit, according to Brownson, but a confidence in 
their destiny as a providential people, "to whom is reserved the 
hegemony of the world." 34 

Equally vainglorious was the theological chauvinism of Albert J. 
Beveridge. Senator from Indiana, amateur historian, and Progres- 
sive reformer, Beveridge looked upon the events of 1898 and after 
as conclusive proof that God had singled out America as the demi- 
urge of His plans. "God has not been preparing the English-speaking 
and Teutonic peoples for a thousand years for nothing but vain and 
idle self-contemplation and self-admiration," the Senator shouted. 
By "English-speaking and Teutonic peoples" he meant primarily the 
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people of the United States, for he went on: "He has made us the 
master organizers of the world to establish system where chaos 
reigns. He has given us the spirit of progress to overwhelm the 
forces of reaction throughout the earth. He has made us adepts in 
government that we may administer government among savage and 
senile peoples. ... He has marked the American people as His 
Chosen Nation finally to lead in the regeneration of the world. This 
is the divine mission of America, and it holds for us all profit, glory, 
happiness possible to man. We are trustees of the world's progress, 
guardians of its righteous peace. The judgment of the Master is upon 
us: 'Ye have been faithful over a few things; I will make you ruler 
over many things.' " 3S 

AMERICA, SCHOOL FOR THE WORLD 

It was one of the proudest boasts of Pericles in his celebrated 
funeral oration that Athens was the "school of Hellas." In even more 
definite measure American statesmen and writers have conceived 
of the United States as a school for the world. Foreign visitors would 
come here and take away with them the American concept of love 
of freedom and American ideals of equality, practical-mindedness, 
and zeal for achievement. But most of all the American example 
would fire the imaginations of foreign peoples and stir their coun- 
tries from sluggishness and from enslavement to outworn habits and 
institutions. 

Scarcely had the Thirteen States gained their independence when 
it was taken for granted that what they had achieved would be a 
spur and an inspiration to the victims of tyranny in other countries. 
As the passing years brought news of revolutions elsewhere, leaders 
in America rejoiced that the seeds they had scattered were bearing 
fruit. By the example of her revolution, Charles Pinckney declared, 
America had "read more useful lessons" to the peoples of the Old 
World than they had learned by their own experience for centuries. 
If the American Revolution had not happened, he doubted that 
Ireland would enjoy "her present rights of commerce and legisla- 
tion," or that the subjects of the emperor in the Netherlands would 
have "presumed to contend for, and ultimately to secure, the privi- 
leges they demanded." He rightly saw, also, the rumblings of dis- 
content in France as an obedience to the precedent set by the 
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American colonists. 36 James Wilson held that a glorious privilege 
had been given to the American people, that of diffusing among all 
governments a knowledge of the principles of representation and 
the supremacy of a written constitution. 37 Even Alexander Hamilton 
thought that the world had its eye upon America. The influence of 
her example, he averred, had "penetrated the gloomy regions of 
despotism," and had pointed the way to "inquiries which may shake 
it to its deepest foundations." Everywhere men were beginning to 
ask why they should submit to tyrants who build their greatness 
upon the people's misery and degradation. 38 

Down to the Civil War the thesis was often reiterated that the 
American example of a revolution for freedom would renovate the 
life of the civilized world. Edward Everett saw the political regen- 
eration which had begun in the West "going backward to resusci- 
tate the once-happy and long-desired regions of the older world." 3J) 
The historian George Bancroft considered it a certainty that our 
country would "allure the world to freedom by the beauty of its 
example." In America, he went on, a new people had emerged, with- 
out king, princes, or nobles, "knowing nothing of tithes and little 
of landlords." They were more religious, better educated, of "serener 
minds and of purer morals than the men of any former republic." By 
calm deliberation and friendly agreement they had prepared a con- 
stitution which, "in the union of freedom with strength and order," 
excelled any previously known. 40 Albert Gallatin, immigrant from 
Switzerland and Secretary of the Treasury under Jefferson and 
Madison, exhorted the American people that their mission was to 
improve the state of the world, "to be the model republic," to show 
that this simple and natural form of government, incorporating the 
principle of representation, is also productive of the greatest happi- 
ness and the highest standards of private and public morality. 41 

Andrew Jackson and William H. Seward gave a religious inter- 
pretation to America's role as regenerator of mankind. In his fare- 
well address as President, the former told the American people that 
God had chosen them as the guardians of freedom, "to preserve it 
for the benefit of the human race." Seward compared the mission 
of the American Revolution with that of the Christian religion. As 
the gospel of peace was gradually improving the moral and social 
condition of men throughout the world, so the principles of the 
Revolution would renovate their political condition. Indeed, the 
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principles of the Revolution were "a new and further development 
of the Christian system, by the introduction of the golden rule of 
benevolence in the science of human government." 4 - 

Af ter the Civil War the practice of calling attention to the Ameri- 
can Revolution as the galvanizer of nations into seeking freedom 
and destroying oppression almost disappeared. The scramble of the 
middle and upper classes for a chance to participate in the Great 
Barbecue of exploiting the national wealth engendered a spirit of 
conservatism which made memories of a revolutionary past unpalat- 
able. Moreover, the idea of revolution came to be associated with 
Marxism, with the violence of the Paris Commune, and with anarch- 
ism and terrorism. To encourage revolts against oppression meant 
cooperation with malcontents who despised not only the capitalist 
state but religion, the family, and everything else held sacred by 
the bourgeoisie. Today the Revolution of the 1770's is celebrated as 
if it were about as sedate an event as a meeting of the Presbyterian 
synod. The ultrarespectable men and women who devote them- 
selves to cherishing its memory would have more in common with 
Lord North than with Samuel Adams or Thomas Paine. They seem 
to believe that if America has any lessons to read to the rest of the 
world, they are lessons of preserving inherited wealth and social 
privilege. 

THE GLORIOUS FUTURE 

Devotion to the idea of mission almost of necessity implied faith 
in a golden future. The mission of America could not be realized 
except through the fulfillment of some glorious destiny eternally 
decreed in the heavens. For this reason most of the apostles of a 
call to greatness for the American nation have been optimists. Such 
was particularly the case during the nineteenth century. In a speech 
in the Senate in 1839 Henry Clay raised the question if every dark 
spot on our political horizon were not obliterated by the "bright and 
effulgent and cheering light that beams all around us?" Did any 
other nation, he continued, "ever contain within its bosom so many 
elements of prosperity, of greatness, and of glory?" The historian 
George Bancroft was less magniloquent but more emphatic. The 
movement of the human species, he told the Adelphi Society of 
Williams College in 1835, "is upward, irresistibly upward. . . . 
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The world cannot retrograde; the dark ages cannot return. . . 
Humanity has always been on the advance; gaining maturity, uni- 
versality, and power." 43 

After the great ordeal by fire of the 1860's, which left the cer- 
tainty that the nation was not to destroy itself, forecasts of a roseate 
future gained in exuberance. Wealth now seemed to be limitless; a 
whole continent invited conquest; and opportunities for plunder 
were never more tempting. Typical of those who reveled in such 
prospects was the prince of ironmasters and canny Scotsman, An- 
drew Carnegie. "The march of humanity/' he proclaimed, "is up- 
ward and onward, for all the countless ages to come." International 
warfare was doomed, and so was its kindred evil, militarism as a 
profession. Greed would disappear, and likewise intemperance, dis- 
sipation, cruelty, and injustice. Even the habit of smoking was des- 
tined for an early extinction. Chewing was already a thing of the 
past, and the pipe and the cigar were fated for the same end. In 
the movement toward all these accomplishments, the United States 
led the van. The nations of the Old World crept on at a snail's pace; 
America thundered past "with the rush of the express." The United 
States, "the growth of a single century," had already reached the 
first rank among nations and was "destined soon to out-distance all 
others in the race." Proof of this was to be found in the fact that 
Great Britain, the most rapidly growing of European countries, 
took seventy years to double her population. America had repeat- 
edly doubled hers in twenty-five years. By 1980 the inhabitants of 
the republic would number about 600 million. 44 

In equally effusive vein Robert G. Ingersoll, celebrated orator and 
maligned apostle of the Religion of Humanity, acclaimed the new 
century. The second hundred years of America's history would be 
grander than the first. They would record the disappearance of 
ignorance, crime, and exploitation. Prisons would no longer scar 
the ground, nor the shadow of the gallows curse the earth. And the 
time would eventually come when liberty, morality, and justice 
would surround the world "like the rings of Saturn." 4r> 

The rise of the Progressive movement in the early twentieth cen- 
tury brought a reaffirmation of extraordinarily sanguine beliefs in 
America's destiny and potentialities. The Progressives were ideal- 
ists, and the idealist is almost perforce an optimist. Unless he has 
confidence in the early fulfillment of his ideals, he is not likely to 
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propose them in the first place. He may look upon the present, of 
course, as a sorry state and bemoan the frivolities and weaknesses 
of human beings, but he must have some degree of confidence in 
the ability of men to redeem themselves and to remold the scheme 
of things closer to their heart's desire unless, of course, he believes 
that improvements come only from divine interposition. The Pro- 
gressives chose to rest their hopes exclusively upon secular foun- 
dations. 

That the man who was destined to become the foremost leader of 
the Progressives viewed the future with confidence and hope should 
occasion no surprise. An ebullient optimism was the heart and soul 
of Theodore Roosevelt. Except when adverting to the dangers of 
"race suicide" or excoriating monopolists and radicals, he invariably 
portrayed the future in rosy hues. In an address at Cairo, Illinois, 
in the panic year of 1907, he affirmed: "We have as a nation an era 
of unexampled prosperity ahead of us; we shall enjoy it, and our 
children will enjoy it after us. The trend of well-being in this coun- 
try is upward, not downward; and this is the trend in the things of 
the soul as well as in the things of the body/' 

Some of Roosevelt's followers fell into even deeper delusions of 
optimism than did the bubbling Colonel himself. The president of 
Stanford University, David Starr Jordan, who supported Roosevelt 
in 1904 but deserted him later on account of disagreement with his 
foreign policy, proclaimed the dawn of universal peace almost on 
the eve of World War I. Though he recognized the bullying diplo- 
macy, the screaming headlines in the newspapers, and the piling up 
of armaments by the two alliances, he found assurance that the 
deadly implements would remain harmless in the naive belief that 
Europe was not rich enough to use them, and was "too human and 
humane to want to use them." 40 There was "not a shadow of griev- 
ance," he declared, separating England and Germany, and he 
thought that peace-loving people everywhere could rely "on the 
firm hand of the Emperor of Germany, who, with all his love for 
the pomp and show of force, had never made its actual use a factor 
in his policy." 47 The outbreak of war came as a shock to his equa- 
nimity, and during the dark days of the stalemate on the Western 
front he surrendered to the gloomy conclusion that the world was 
paralyzed by the stupidity of war lords and almost "smothered in 
the waves of hate." With the end of hostilities, however, his buoy- 
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ancy returned, and he acclaimed the signing of the Armistice as 
the "harbinger of a new civilization." 4ft 

As every student of American history knows, the ideals of Pro- 
gressivism were not the monopoly of any one party or segment of 
the population. They were formulated both by men who called 
themselves Republicans and by adherents of the Democratic party. 
They embodied the hopes and dreams of prairie Senators and of 
crusaders for reform in the cities. They numbered among their fol- 
lowers enlightened jurists, muckrakers, social welfare workers, and 
academicians. Foremost among the last was the chief exponent of 
Progressive Democracy, Woodrow Wilson. In the campaign of 1912 
the prophet of the New Freedom acknowledged his tendency to 
think of the future, not of the past, "as the more glorious time in 
comparison with which the present is nothing." 

For much of his thinking Wilson was indebted to Louis D. 
Brandeis, whom he appointed to the Supreme Court in 1916. Bran- 
deis had a broader philosophy of political and social optimism than 
did the lonely scholar in the White House. In The Curse of Bigness 
the eminent jurist announced his conviction that the "possibilities 
of human advancement" were unlimited. He prophesied that the 
world would see a "vastly increased supply of comforts, a tremen- 
dous social surplus out of which the great masses will be appor- 
tioned a degree of well-being that is now hardly dreamed of." He 
conceived of business undergoing so great a moral purification that 
a desire to render the "best Service" would become its objective 
instead of making money. The eventual outcome would be "a full- 
grown industrial democracy." 

Neither the cynicism of the 1920's nor the hunger and anxieties 
of the 1930's dampened the enthusiasm of those Americans who re- 
fused to look upon the present as pregnant with anything other 
than bright hopes for the future. Except for H. L. Mencken and 
the orthodox Marxists, scarcely anyone saw disaster or a fearful day 
of reckoning as a price that would have to be paid for a better to- 
morrow. So tough-minded an observer as Charles A. Beard de- 
scribed a host of problems still unsolved lynching, corruption, pe- 
riodical industrial crises, slums, waste of natural resources, bigotry, 
violation of civil liberties but he betrayed no lack of trust that the 
nation would "rouse itself, gird its loins, summon its powers of crea- 
tive imagination, and advance inexorably upon the future, armed 
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with all the instrumentalities of modern science" and make the com- 
ing century the fulfillment of its brightest dreams. 4 " In spite of three 
defeats for the Presidency and the frustration of his ambitions as 
Secretary of State, William Jennings Bryan wrote in his Memoirs in 
1924 that the American people could aspire "to a grander destiny" 
than had opened before any other race. The principles of American 
democracy, he assured his readers, are destined to grow "here and 
everywhere until arbitrary power will nowhere be known, and until 
the voice of the people shall be recognized, if not as the voice of 
God, at least as Bancroft defines it, as the best expression of the 
divine will to be found upon the earth." 

The most comprehensive philosophy of optimism in twentieth 
century America was that of John Dewey. During the 1920's and 
the 1930's he issued a series of books and articles arguing the neces- 
sity of a benevolent view of human capacities as a condition requi- 
site to a belief in democracy. He did not insist that man's nature is 
angelic. In fact, he regarded such a conception as naive and un- 
scientific. But he did maintain, most emphatically, that human be- 
havior admits of improvement. It can be controlled and directed 
not only for the benefit of the individual but also for the good of 
society. The vast bulk of what man does, thinks, and feels is socially 
determined. It is not inborn or instinctive but springs from associa- 
tion with other men. The conclusion follows that it can be shaped 
and directed by education. 

Dewey had strong hopes for the future of American democracy. 
But he insisted that its survival depended upon favorable views of 
man's capabilities. "Democracy," he argued, "has always been allied 
with humanism, with faith in the potentialities of human nature." 
We cannot save ourselves by "rearming morally." We must find out 
how all the components of our existing culture are operating and 
then see to it that wherever needed they be modified in order to 
make thein more effective instruments for liberating the possibilities 
inherent in all of us. To condemn any group of human beings as 
unworthy of respect and confidence is to open the door for the de- 
struction of democracy. Intolerance begins when criticism is di- 
rected at a particular group and is supported by people who sug- 
gest or insinuate reasons why that group is not worthy of decent 
treatment. "But the underlying attitude is one of fundamental dis- 
trust of human nature." From limited beginnings it spreads until it 
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becomes tantamount to the doctrine that no group of persons has 
any intrinsic rights whatever, except such as may be useful to the 
dominant group's ambitions and interests. "An anti-humanist atti- 
tude is the essence of every form of intolerance." r ' In the light of 
what is happening in South Africa today, and in many parts of our 
own country, no words were more truly spoken. 

Despite a general predominance of optimism, it would be a mis- 
take to assume that our nation's view of the future has always been 
suffused with sunshine and sweetness. America has had her Cas- 
sandras as well as her prophets of progress. Such was particularly 
the case during the early history of the country. To a large extent 
the explanation can be traced to the influence of Calvinism, with 
its doctrine of the total and innate depravity of man's nature. Even 
men who had no affiliation or direct contact with Calvinist churches 
could not entirely escape the overshadowing effects of the Genevan 
Reformer's teachings. For example, Benjamin Franklin, in a letter 
to Tom Paine, urging that he burn one of his more heterodox essays, 
asked him to consider how great a portion of mankind consists of 
weak and ignorant men and women-who have need of the motives 
of religion to restrain them from vice and to support their virtue. 
"If men are so wicked with religion" he asked, "what would they be 
if without it?" B1 

Although John Adams had misgivings and doubts about "frigid 
John Calvin" and his doctrines, he himself wrote in as lugubrious a 
fashion as any Puritan concerning the frailties of human flesh. "The 
first want of man," he grumbled, "is his dinner, and the, second 
want his girl." He complained in a letter to John Taylor that if 
one gave political power to the common people, they would vote all 
property out of the hands of the aristocrats. Men are by nature 
indolent, selfish, cruel, jealous, craving of luxury, and addicted to 
intrigue, he wrote. Democracy would be impossible even if it were 
desirable. The masses do not really long for equality. They kiss the 
feet of those above them and trample the fingers of those beneath. 
Every society inevitably tends toward oligarchy. No sooner do the 
common people triumph than a minority appears among them to 
seize the reins of power. There never was a democracy that did not 
prepare the way for its own destruction. 

No gathering resounded with more doleful animadversions on 
the nature and destiny of man than the Constitutional Convention 
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of 1787. Such expressions characterized not only the advocates of 
concentrated government, like Hamilton and Madison, but also the 
members with more democratic leanings and even those who con- 
demned' the Constitution in its final form. Franklin perceived a 
"natural inclination in mankind to kingly government." The masses 
prefer this to aristocracy. They would rather have one tyrant than 
five hundred. For this reason he feared that the government of the 
United States might, in future times, "end in a monarchy/* 52 James 
Wilson feared a dissolution of the government "from the legislature 
swallowing up all the other powers." He pointed out that after the 
overthrow of Charles I in England a "more pure and unmixed 
tyranny sprang up in the parliament than had ever been exercised 
by the monarch." 53 George Mason was in doubt whether the new 
system would end in monarchy or in "a tyrannical aristocracy," but 
he was sure that it would be one or the other. 54 Fears and suspicions 
of the most diverse and curious types seemed to obsess the minds of 
the delegates. They feared that the legislative would draw every- 
thing into its "impetuous vortex." They were alarmed lest foreign 
governments send over their "tools" to capture seats in Congress and 
carry on machinations among the people. So great was James Wil- 
son's fear of both popular and legislative selection of the President 
that he proposed an electoral college made up of members of Con- 
gress chosen by lot. It was left to George Mason, however, to cap 
the climax by objecting to that "unnecessary and dangerous officer, 
the Vice-President, who for want of other employment is made 
president of the Senate, thereby dangerously blending the executive 
and legislative powers," and, in addition, giving to one of the states 
an unjust pre-eminence over the others. 55 

In the light of such rooted suspicions of human character, it was 
natural that most of the Fathers should take a dim view of the 
future of the nation. Unlike some of their contemporaries in Europe, 
they subscribed to no doctrine of permanent progress. Several saw 
dangerous signs of impending decay in the growth of a proletariat, 
which they considered inevitable in the United States. The city mob, 
they believed, had undermined the stability of the Roman Republic 
and had provided the support for demagogues who eventually 
destroyed it. A similar danger awaited every republic. In the Phila- 
delphia Convention, John Dickinson and Gouverneur Morris pre- 
dicted that the time was approaching when America would abound 
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with propertyless multitudes, who would receive their sustenance 
from their employers. To win their support, politicians would flatter 
them and appeal to their jealousies and hatreds and thereby bring 
on civil disturbances. 

Of all the Fathers, Madison was probably the one most seriously 
disturbed by the proletarian danger. With a population which 
would double itself in twenty years, it would be simply impossible, 
he argued, for all the inhabitants of the United States to obtain a 
living from the soil. The majority would flock into the cities and 
become the tools and dupes of their capitalist employers. They 
would no longer vote or even express their opinions as free men, but 
would obey the dictates of those to whom they owed their liveli- 
hood. Always on the thin edge which separates privation from com- 
fort, they would secretly sigh for a more equal distribution of life's 
blessings. The result would be the rise of factions, of sufficient 
strength to gain control of the government and to trample upon 
the rights of the more prosperous minority. The latter would 
attempt to retaliate, and the ensuing disorders would duplicate 
the conditions which marked the destruction of ancient republics.'"' 

Except for the darkest days of the Civil War, American sentiment 
during the greater part of the nineteenth century reflected an almost 
universal feeling of optimism. Emerson seems to have set the pre- 
dominant trend when he proclaimed that our civilization was yet 
"only at the cock-crowing and the morning star."* 7 Only a few 
bilious critics like Herman Melville and Nathaniel Hawthorne ex- 
pressed discordant notes. At the end of the century, however, the 
depression of the 1890's and the Spanish-American War brought 
a keener awareness of portents and dangers. William Graham Sum- 
ner wrote of The Conquest of the United States by Spain. Edwin L. 
Godkin lamented the rise of Populism, with its "anarchistic" creed, 
and saw nothing but impending disaster in the obscene clamor of 
the mob for war and colonial conquests. 

But the most doleful views of the years ahead were penned by 
the philosophical historian Henry Adams. Frightened by the effects 
of war, depression, and possible revolution upon his investments, 
Adams became almost hysterical. He lived in dread of an imperial- 
istic war among the Great Powers that would result in the collapse 
of civilization. He feared anarchism and socialism and rejoiced that 
he would be dead before he could be ruled by the trade unions of 
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the twentieth century. He wavered between fears that Russia would 
disintegrate and drag the Western world down with her, or that 
she would conquer and organize China into a colossus of natural 
wealth and cheap labor with which the free nations could not com- 
pete. As he grew older, his attitudes became more and more patho- 
logical. In 1906 he wrote that he "loathed mankind." Four years 
later he fulminated against the Jews and wailed that he couldn't 
go out of his cheap garret in Paris "without being throttled by some 
infernal socialist, levelling, humanitarian regulation which is in- 
tended to kill me and to keep some syphilitic abortion alive/' 58 

Although far removed from the fatalism, to say nothing of the 
billingsgate, of Henry Adams, the jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes 
must also be numbered among those who had reservations as to the 
resplendent future of America. Justice Holmes never joined the 
chorus of Cassandras who saw disaster stalking the United States 
behind almost every event, but he was too much of a realist to in- 
dulge in predictions of a golden future. In the main he may be de- 
scribed as a cynic and a skeptic, despite the fact that he often found 
himself on the side of the oppressed and underprivileged. Though 
popularly regarded as a liberal or even as a radical, his departures 
from orthodoxy were largely confined to the field of civil liberties 
and to the belief that the wisdom of legislatures is just as dependable 
as that of the courts in determining what is good for society. He 
subscribed to a kind of Social Darwinism or struggle for existence 
and survival of the fittest among ideas, doctrines, institutions, and 
nations. The victors in this struggle merit approval, not because they 
are right in any absolute or ideal sense, but because their triumph 
is a sign and a token that they are more practical or useful than their 
competitors. He admitted that when young he used to say that 
truth was the majority vote of that nation that could lick all the 
other nations, and it is questionable that he ever advanced very far 
beyond this position. 

In his underlying philosophy as revealed in his letters, Justice 
Holmes was fundamentally conservative and even defeatist. He had 
no faith in panaceas and doubted that men could do much by their 
own efforts to divert the movement of events. In his view the Sher- 
man Act was "a humbug based on economic ignorance and incom- 
petence," and he denied that the Interstate Commerce Commission 
was "a fit body to be entrusted with rate-making." 50 He was as 
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callous as any of the classical economists in admonishing the labor- 
ing man that "eternal hard work" was the price of a living. The 
complaint that wealth was badly distributed and the clamor for 
equality left him unmoved. He argued that the masses were already 
getting their just entitlement, that in fact they were getting almost 
everything, and that the luxuries of the few were "a drop in the 
bucket" not 1 per cent, he guessed, of the total production. He 
could think of no better advice to give to socialists than that they 
should quit tinkering with the institution of property and take life 
in hand and try to build a better race. In his judgment Malthus 
was right, and no one could hope for social or economic progress 
in the face of "increased and unchecked propagation." <H) 

The beliefs of a people in their destiny and greatness do not, 
like Jonah's gourd, come up in a night and perish in a night. In- 
stead, they have roots which lie buried deep in the history of the 
past and in the economic and cultural conditions which mold a 
nation's development. America was, of course, a nation of immi- 
grants from the very beginning. They came to her shores for a 
variety of reasons. Some expected to pick up gold from the hills and 
valleys. Others were brought over as indentured servants, remaining 
as permanent residents after completing their service. But a great 
many more migrated thither to escape religious oppression. With 
the exception of the followers of Roger Williams, few believed in 
religious freedom. Not even the benevolent William Penn would 
accord full privileges to atheists, Catholics, and Jews. The freedom 
the immigrants demanded for themselves they were not willing 
to grant to others who strayed in important particulars from the 
path of orthodoxy. But the salient fact about these religious refugees 
is that they were men of strong convictions. The Calvinists among 
them, at least, conceived of themselves as the veritable instruments 
of Providence in effectuating the plan of the universe. With its 
abundance of land, vast resources, and stimulating climate, America 
seemed like a Land of Promise hidden away by God until, in His 
own good time, it was ready to be occupied by His Chosen People. 
Here under divine guidance and protection they would work to 
bring light and salvation to the rest of the earth. 

Whether emanating from divine or earthly sources, the idea of a 
call to greatness has not remained a mere wish-fulfillment in Ameri- 
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can minds. Instead, it has been regarded as an attainable goal. It 
is a prize within reach, and anyone who seeks to confine it within 
bounds is a traitor to our national ideals. Americans have always 
thought and dreamed in large and expansive terms. Our folk heroes 
have been Paul Bunyans and Davy Crocketts, whose deeds were 
prodigies of strength and valor. Though the former is now a mere 
legend of the literati and the latter a hero for juveniles, the nation 
still thinks of its progress in the future as measurable only by seven- 
league boots. We not only dream of voyaging beyond the earth's 
atmosphere but actually plan to do so, and to establish earth satel- 
lites which will enable us to command the globe, We spend billions 
of dollars on the creation of bombs of such devastating power that 
a single one will destroy a whole city. At the same time we envisage 
the replacement of our fossil fuels by the limitless resources of 
atomic energy. It is confidently predicted that atomic power will 
not only propel our ships and planes but that, supplemented perhaps 
by solar energy, it will heat and cool our homes, refrigerate our 
foods, make fresh water out of the briny deep, and provide the 
energy for draining swamps and irrigating vast Saharas. We still 
have our pessimists, as we have always had, but they are chiefly 
novelists, playwrights, and poets. Our statesmen, scientists, and 
men of affairs are made of more buoyant stuff. 

It is of no small significance that America has never produced a 
Schopenhauer. Her most distinctive philosophers, from Ralph Waldo 
Emerson to John Dewey, have looked at the world with confidence 
and hope. It is significant also that the revolt against the fatalistic 
gloom of Calvinism went farther in America than in any of the coun- 
tries of Europe. The Old World fathered Arminianism, but it was 
left to the New to enlarge this into the Great Awakening, with its 
emphasis upon freedom of the will, the ennoblement of the common 
man, and the capacity of even the humblest sinner to gain salvation 
through mystic communion with God. The influence of this and sim- 
ilar movements has been so great that the major elements of Calvin- 
ist fundamentalism have been obliterated from American Christian- 
ity, Even those churches most directly descended from the Genevan 
Reformer bear little doctrinal resemblance to the ancestral root. 
Such sects as the Unitarians and Universalists, the latter especially, 
with their insistence that ultimately all will be saved, likewise give 
testimony to our predominantly optimistic temper. 
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The American idea of mission remains a grandiose conception. In 
the minds of some of its apostles it has reflected a desire to educate, 
to liberate, or to improve the world. They have thought of America 
as the discoverer of great truths that will set men free and as the 
inventor and practitioner of a way of life far surpassing all others 
in possibilities for justice and happiness. A few have been impressed 
by the responsibilities and dangers involved in a role of world leader- 
ship. A much greater number have rejoiced in the sense of power 
and importance conveyed by the idea of a Manifest Destiny. For 
them the Mission of America is synomymous with a will to dominate, 
to play the part of a New Rome, to make the next hundred years the 
American Century with all the pursuit of self-aggrandizement that 
that name implies. 
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Chapter Two 

The National Heritage 



Peoples as active and as devoted to material triumphs as 
Americans generally have been are seldom given to con- 
templation or self-analysis. Such pursuits are regarded as a waste 
of time and as fit only for visionaries and impractical idealists. Yet 
nearly every people with a conviction of glorious destiny has sought 
to find a rational basis for believing in its purpose or mission. In 
what sense is it a peculiar people? What attributes mark it off from 
other nations similarly situated and apparently with like advantages? 
What factors in its background or heritage endow it with a unique 
place in the scheme of things? These are the questions we can ex- 
pect the leaders of any such nation to raise, and rarely have they 
been left unanswered. 

From the time of the Revolution articulate representatives of our 
own country have sought to probe the hidden sources of the na- 
tional character and to wonder upon what meat the nation has fed 
that it has grown so great. Some have traced the attributes of the 
people to an Anglo-Saxon or British ancestry, others to a Puritan 
heritage, and still others to factors of climate, topography, pure 
air, extent of territory, or mysterious causes yet unknown. All who 
have written on the subject agree that Americans have peculiarities 
differing in kind or in degree from the qualities of all other peoples. 
The renowned commentator on American democracy, Alexis de 
Tocqueville, thought he could discover these characteristics in the 
very physiognomy of the American people. 

A PECULIAR PEOPLE 

Since most people discover the characteristics of their nation in 
the mirror of their own virtues, it is not surprising that ideas of the 
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special qualities of the American people should vary considerably. 
Yet an underlying uniformity is also' discernible. From the Founding 
Fathers to Harry S. Truman and Dwight D. Eisenhower writers and 
orators have perceived the genius of the American nation to consist 
in energy, initiative, inventiveness, self-reliance, and common sense. 
Thomas Paine thought that his fellow citizens possessed a greater 
"fund of ability'' along these lines than any three million people in 
any other part of the universe. As a result, the per capita well-being 
in the United States exceeded by far that in the rest of the world. 1 
Jefferson wrote to John Adams on February 28, 1796, that there 
never was "a finer canvass presented to work on" than his country- 
men, all of them engaged in industrious toil, "independent in their 
circumstances, enlightened as to their rights, and firm in their habits 
of order and obedience to the laws." Almost a hundred and fifty 
years later, President Harry S. Truman informed his Democratic 
cohorts at the Jackson Day dinner that he and they had nothing to 
fear if they relied upon "the energy, the resourcefulness, and the 
common sense of the American people. 7 ' These qualities alone would 
be enough to defeat the "special interests" in their attempts to under- 
mine the general welfare. A few months afterward Dwight D. Eisen- 
hower, then only a potential candidate for the Presidency, told the 
audience at the Herald-Tribune Forum that the dividing line be- 
tween government and the citizen must be located at such a point 
as to provide "full play to the American qualities of initiative, cour- 
age, inventiveness," which, he declared, had given the nation a 
productivity "without a parallel in the world." 

That there would be numerous modifications of the initiative- 
energy-independence theme goes without saying. James Wilson 
enumerated the superlative qualities of the "children of America" 
as "activity, perseverance, industry, laudable emulation, docility 
in acquiring information, firmness in adversity, and patience and 
magnanimity under the greatest hardships." From such materials, 
he exclaimed, "what a respectable national character may be 
raised." a To equate energy, industry, firmness, and emulation with 
self-reliance and independence of government was also a common 
tendency. Emerson, of course, was noted for this. The wise man, he 
taught, does not need the state, and with his appearance in large 
numbers, it ceases to exist. "Every actual State is corrupt. Good men 
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must not obey the laws too well" * The argument was often ad- 
vanced that the greatness of America was achieved in spite of gov- 
ernment, not because of it. Henry David Thoreau insisted that the 
government of the United States "never of itself furthered any 
enterprise," except by the alacrity with which it withdrew from the 
scene. Governments, he said, do not "keep the country free." They 




The most precious documents of our national heritage, the original Consti- 
tution and the Declaration of Independence, on display in the National 
Archives, Washington. National Archives 

do not educate. They do not conquer the frontier. Every achieve- 
ment for which the nation can take credit has been a product of the 
"character inherent in the American people." 4 

The reader, perhaps, would expect such arguments from Thoreau. 
They bore no essential difference, however, from the conclusion of 
William Allen White, liberal editor of the twentieth century. "Free 
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institutions/' he avowed, "do not make free men, but . . . free 
men make free institutions." All that we have and can ever hope to 
have, he implied, is the "product of our national character.""' 
Wendell Phillips refused even to give credit to the Federal Union 
for the prosperity of American commerce. The genius and energy 
of the "Yankee race," he contended, were the real parents of com- 
merce and the fountain of wealth, much more than the Union. 
This race would always be the brain of North America, "united or 
disunited," and, "harnessing the elements, steam and lightning," to 
its "car of conquest" would double the value of every prairie acre 
and garner the wealth of the Western Hemisphere. 15 Although ad- 
vocating a generous measure of government intervention for the 
public welfare, Woodrow Wilson nevertheless paid tribute to the 
capacity of the American people to shift for themselves. He thought 
that the striking fact about a great country like the United States 
was that "if the Government neglected everything, the people 
would do it." They did not need governmental direction; they had 
"plenty of brains to get together and do for themselves." At any 
rate, that is what he told the National Grange, on November 14, 
1916, urging the production of bigger crops. 

Other observers and leaders found the distinctive qualities of the 
American people to consist in all sorts of peculiar traits. For Henry 
Clay, as one might expect, the uniqueness of America was founded 
on the principle of "compromise and concession." This principle gave 
birth to the Constitution and ever afterward conducted the nation 
in its onward march "to glory and renown." 7 James Fenirnore 
Cooper discovered that Americans excelled in humanity, in general 
civility, in hospitality, in an aptitude for ordinary pursuits, and in 
"an absence of the sophisms that beset older and more artificial sys- 
tems." 8 

The Hoosier Progressive Albert J. Beveridge seemed to think 
that it was the quality of "go-ahead" in the make-up of the American 
that most distinguished him from other "races." Curiously, though, 
it gave him an affinity with the Russian, for the Russian also, accord- 
ing to Beveridge, likes "to get things done." J) Therefore, there is "a 
natural friendship on the part of Russians for Americans." But 
Beveridge also applauded his countrymen for their exploring, 
colonizing, and "administrating" qualities. They are the most "self- 
governing" people in the world. They possess these traits from 
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"irresistible impulse, from instinct, from racial and unwritten laws" 
inherited from their forefathers. Their archetype is the American 
businessman, whom Beveridge admired for his "exhaustless initia- 
tive," "indomitable will," and "fruitful genius." American men of 
business constitute the "mightiest force for material greatness in 
the Nation and the world." They can also constitute the "mightiest 
force for righteousness." As soon as the businessman understands 
that he is really "the trustee of the people's welfare," he makes him- 
self "the high priest of the religion of humanity, an agent of God 
Himself." 10 

Other progressives and liberals defined the spirit of America in 
more idealistic terms, but at the same time without divorcing it 
from the practical. Woodrow Wilson proclaimed that it was "some- 
thing more than the old, immemorial Saxon spirit of liberty from 
which it sprung." It had been given a more austere and practical 
twist by the task of conquering a wilderness and covering a vast 
continent "with a single free and stable polity." It was, above all, "a 
hopeful and confident spirit progressive, unpedantic, unprovincial, 
unspeculative, unfastidious; regardful of law, but as using it, not as 
being used by it or dominated by any formalism whatever; in a 
sense, unrefined, because full of rude force; but prompted by large 
and generous motives, and often as tolerant as it is resolute." X1 

In the first blush of the New Deal, Rexford G. Tugwell, one of the 
original Brain Trusters, described the core of American character 
as a kind of Promethean defiance of Fate. "We will not do what we 
do not want to do," he asserted, "and coercion cannot make us." 
Americans have a precious inventiveness which gets them out of 
difficulties. They have a "saving irreverence of authority." Strangely, 
he then added that no one with the slightest feeling for history 
would try to impose upon the American people any scheme of 
regimentation. They must be allowed to think and plan for them- 
selves and to use law, government, and social organization as mere 
instruments through which their "characteristic actions" can find 
expression. 12 

The American who developed the most extensive rationalization 
of his nation's peculiarities was the Social Gospeler of the 1880's, 
Josiah Strong. Like most of his compatriots, he found these peculiari- 
ties to be energy, aggressiveness, perseverance, inventiveness, and a 
genius for colonizing and expansion. The explanation he posited 
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for these qualities was partly biological and partly environmental. 
Most of them were inherent traits of the "Anglo-Saxon race," but 
the "marked characteristics" of this "race" were being accentuated 
in America to a greater degree than anywhere else. For one reason, 
the climate was favorable. It was energizing and invigorating. Strong 
quoted one of the early Pilgrims who wrote that "a sup of New 
England air" was "better than a whole flagon of English ale." America 
had abundant resources and a whole continent to exploit. As a conse- 
quence, her people were better fed and a greater fluidity of classes 
prevailed among them. With so vast a territory to move about in, 
no rigid social stratification could come into being. Everyone was 
free to make of himself whatever his abilities permitted. 

Not only the plethora of resources but the scarcity of labor to 
develop them had a profound effect in shaping the American char- 
acter. Labor shortages placed a premium on inventiveness. Machin- 
ery consequently multiplied "as if governed by a law of natural in- 
crease." The American mind persistently strove for short cuts, albeit 
they involved "tunneling a mountain or severing an isthmus." Every 
invention stimulated another invention, and each chemical triumph 
necessitated a mechanical contrivance to carry its principles into 
application. Though inventiveness has never been a monopoly of 
any one people, it distinguishes pre-eminently the Anglo-Saxon, and 
"Yankee ingenuity" has given to America the highest rank of all. 
It has enabled this nation to take the lead in money-making, which 
Strong regarded as another of the cardinal virtues of Anglo-Saxons. 
Although England was still the richest nation of Europe, America 
had already outstripped her in the race after wealth, and the mar- 
vels achieved thus far would pale into insignificance when com- 
pared with the opulence of the future. 13 

Somewhat similar to Strong's environmental explanations was 
James Russell Lowell's theory of the prevalence of equality in 
America. Though he admitted that the theory of equality was as 
old, "among men of English blood," as Jack Cade's rebellion, he 
denied that it had ever been "practically conceived" by the men 
who asserted it. Only on the American frontier, where civilized men 
were brought face to face with nature and compelled to rely mainly 
on themselves, did the conception of equality acquire the status of 
a dominant ideal and come to be embodied in the practical rela- 
tions of men with their neighbors. For a century and a half Ameri- 
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cans had the benefit of an apprenticeship in democracy which stim- 
ulated self-help and "necessitated helpfulness for others and mutual 
dependence upon them." "Not without reason did 'help' take the 
place of 'servant' in the American vocabulary." t4 

THE HERITAGE FROM BRITAIN 

A notable fact in the history of thought and culture in the United 
States is the prevalence of veneration for Britain. To one unac- 
quainted with our past it might almost seem that the American 
Revolution was a figment of the imagination, that the Thirteen 
Colonies had never separated from the Mother Country, and that 
devotion to England and her institutions is as firmly rooted on this 
side of the Atlantic as in the British Isles themselves. Except for 
the period of the Revolution and a short time thereafter, admiration 
for the British and their ways has been almost endemic. De Tocque- 
ville gave currency to the idea of the exclusively British origin of 
the American nation as early as 1835. Thereafter, with the excep- 
tion of leaders of Irish origin like Matthew and Henry C. Carey, 
the vast majority of Americans of the upper strata, at least, cast 
halos of shining light around the heads of the British. One, how- 
ever, who refused to be taken in by the dominant hagiolatry was 
Wendell Phillips. Though a patrician and a descendant of the purest 
strains of British ancestry, he chided his fellow Americans for look- 
ing with "servile admiration" to the institutions their fathers had 
repudiated. He complained that American literature was but a pale 
reflection of English models, and he feared that democracy in the 
United States could never come to a full fruition so long as the 
literature which constituted the American intellectual diet was "im- 
pregnated with English ideas, and every student and every thinker 
breathed the atmosphere of London." Not until the principles of 
democracy should enter Temple Bar, he insisted, would Britain be 
worthy of admiration as the "fount of ideas" for America. 15 

Not all the Americans whp celebrated the glories of the British 
heritage were themselves of English ancestry. Francis Lieber, 
though born in Berlin and associated in his early life with the pa- 
triotic movement for the regeneration of Prussia after her defeat by 
Napoleon, nevertheless lauded British achievements more ardently 
than he ever did those of his native land. He hailed the "Anglican 
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race" as one "whose obvious task it is, among other proud and sacred 
tasks, to rear and spread civil liberty over vast regions in every part 
of the earth, on continent and isle." It was necessary that Ameri- 
cans, in order to be equipped to solve the problems of their country, 
should descend from this Anglican race, "should begin as perse- 
cuted colonists, severed from the mother country and yet loving it 
with all their heart and all their soul." American liberty is simply 
an offshoot from Anglican liberty. It is founded upon the original 
British achievements of trial by jury, representative government, 
the common law, self -taxation, the supremacy of the law, and subor- 
dination of the military to the civil authority. To be sure, Americans 
have added some features of their own: federalism, the separation 
of church and state, "and a more popular or democratic cast of the 
whole polity," but the fundamental elements of American democ- 
racy are mainly British. Throughout his long life in the United 
States, from 1827 to 1872, Lieber never paid more than casual re- 
spects to German institutions, perhaps partly for the reason that, 
as a young man, he incurred the disfavor of the Prussian govern- 
ment and was twice arrested on suspicion of dangerous intentions. 10 

Even more enthusiastic than Lieber in his admiration for the 
accomplishments and ideals of the English was the Scotsman An- 
drew Carnegie. A child of extreme poverty whose father was a 
Chartist and an agitator against the Corn Laws, the future steel 
manufacturer had little in his early life to make him enamored of 
things British. But throughout his long residence in America he 
retained a curious love for both England and Scotland. Doubtless 
it stemmed partly from his conviction that the English-speaking 
nations were the hope of the world. He believed that England and 
the United States had advanced much farther than other nations, 
and he cherished the ideal of cementing them closely together as 
a means of preserving international peace. 

It should be noted, though, that Carnegie's ardor for England 
did not extend to everything British. He loved the English people 
and English cultural achievements, but he was opposed to mon- 
archy and to hereditary aristocracy. At the height of his career he 
refused a title offered to him by King Edward VII. In keeping with 
this, he called for the democratization of England along the lines 
already adopted by the United States. "When the people reign in 
the old home as they do in the new,'* he said, "the two nations will 
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be one people, and the bonds which unite them the world combined 
shall not break asunder." Such a union would be no more than 
proper, he argued, for America was indeed a child of the Mother 
Country. Except for a few Dutch and French, the seed planted upon 
American soil was "wholly British." Thenceforth the American peo- 
ple "remained loyal to this noble strain" and can still be described 
as "four-fifths British." It is fortunate that this is so, for the British 
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transmitted to America their vigor and enterprise, their talents for 
colonization, and their capacity for governing. As a result, the 
American people, descended though they are from the lower ranks 
of Britons, "have proved themselves possessors of a positive genius 
for political administration." 17 

Idolization of the heritage from Britain first became noticeable 
about 1830. It evidently bore some relationship to a growing na- 
tional pride and to an awakening consciousness of a great future in 
store for .the country. The pessimism of the Founding Fathers had 
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been replaced by a bounding optimism which saw magnificent 
vistas opening up in the West, and in the expansion of industry and 
transportation. Great Britain and the United States were the two 
countries making the most rapid progress along these lines. There- 
fore, it was assumed that there must be a reason for it, and that 
that reason must lie in an affinity of the two peoples. Americans and 
Britons, it was argued, were really members of one family, with a 
relationship as close as that of children and parents. The only dif- 
ference was that the children, with their superior advantages, would 
outstrip their parents. But it seemed natural to suppose that their 
inborn talents, at least, were derived from the British. 

In view of the above, it is not surprising that the first Americans 
to acclaim the British heritage should have been the nationalist 
orators and statesmen of the 1830's and 1840's. A characteristic ex- 
ample was Edward Everett. Lauding the heroes of the Revolution, 
he took pains to disavow any intention of perpetuating hostility to 
England. England was the home of our forefathers, he asserted, and 
he professed his shame that Americans should "hang with passion" 
upon the words of Homer and Vergil and hearken without emotion 
to the nearer and plainer message of Shakespeare and Milton. True, 
our fathers were persecuted and provoked into violent rebellion; 
but the acts of injustice which led to the American Revolution were 
not perpetrated by England, but by "the English ministerial party 
of the day, and even a small circle within that party," The rights 
of America found steady and vigorous defenders in England. Not 
alone William Pitt, who was "glad America had resisted," but sev- 
eral members of the very ministry that imposed the stamp duties 
rose in the House of Lords and declared that they had no sympathy 
for measures proposed by the cabinet. 

In another connection, however, the great Boston orator seemed 
to be saying that the injustices of some of Britain's rulers were acts 
of kindness to American citizens, albeit unintentional. Had our fore- 
fathers not been oppressed and persecuted, they might never have 
risen to the lofty heights that immortalize their progress; for it is 
a principle "borne out by the history of the great and powerful 
nations of the earth . . . that the best fruits and choicest action of 
the commendable qualities of the national character are to be found 
on the side of the oppressed few and not of the triumphant many." 1H 
By more than a hundred years Edward Everett seems to have an- 
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ticipated Arnold J. Toynbee in developing the theory that "adver- 
sity" is a necessary stimulus to the progress of nations. 

Everett's more famous contemporary, Daniel Webster, extolled 
the British inheritance in somewhat different terms but in equally 
orotund phrases. For more than a century before the settlement at 
Jamestown, he told his Massachusetts admirers, England had been 
unconsciously preparing herself, "under the providence of God/' 
for the colonization of North America. She had been cultivating 
liberty and developing free institutions, and those were her price- 
less gifts to her sons and daughters who founded new homes for 
themselves across the Atlantic, The colonists who went out from 
England to America were a people already free. Whereas Spain 
descended upon the New World "in the armed and terrible image 
of her monarchy and her soldiery, England approached it in the 
winning and popular garb" of free institutions and regard for per- 
sonal rights. "England transplanted liberty to America; Spain trans- 
planted power/' 10 

But Webster refused to admit that the totality of American free- 
dom was derived from England. For reasons he was soon to specify, 
the British did not transmit all of their institutions to the colonies. 
"The jury came; the habeas corpus came; the testamentary power 
came; and the law of inheritance and descent came also," except 
for the rule of primogeniture, which either did not come at all, or 
was soon superseded by the rule of equal division among all the 
children. "But the monarchy did not come, nor the aristocracy, nor 
the church as an estate of the realm." The colonists' acceptance of 
Britain's gifts was selective. In the main, only those political insti- 
tutions that conformed to the state of things in the New World 
were adopted. The others were either modified to make them con- 
form or rejected. And it was not difficult to discover what this con- 
formity involved. "A general social equality prevailed among the 
settlers, and an equality of political rights seemed the natural, if 
not the necessary consequence." What Frenchmen gained after 
bloody years of revolution, violence, and war, the English colonists 
in America gained "by simply changing their place." 20 

Victory for the North in the War Between the States gave the 
stamp of approval to the nationalist theories of Everett and Web- 
ster. It is not singular that the decades that followed should have 
witnessed an even more strident acclaim for British achievements. 
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The trend was fortified by the increasing popularity of racial theo- 
ries. Under the influence of European doctrines of the superiority 
of a supposed Aryan race, Americans adopted the theory that the 
Anglo-Saxon branch of that race was the most gifted of all, and that 
every political achievement that enhanced the freedom of man 
could be credited to it. Since Americans and Britons were the fore- 
most representatives of the Anglo-Saxon peoples, and since the lat- 
ter had a much longer history than the former, it seemed axiomatic 
that the younger nation should reverence the accomplishments of 
the older, ancestral one. 

It is an ironical fact that racism in America has been a gospel 
purveyed by liberals and progressives quite as much as by conserva- 
tives or reactionaries. We shall see that the racial mystique num- 
bered among its adherents such crusaders for reform as Albert J. 
Beveridge, David Starr Jordan, and William Allen White, who be- 
lieved in it independently of their attitudes toward Britain, It also 
attracted the allegiance of some earlier prophets who combined it 
with an ecstatic devotion to the culture and institutions of the an- 
cestral homeland. Notable among them was George William Curtis, 
scion of the New England aristocracy and leader of the movement 
for civil service reform in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 

So enamored was Curtis of English ideals that he was ready to 
depreciate the attainments of his own countrymen. He advised 
patriotic Americans that they would do well to remember "that in- 
dividual freedom seems almost surer and sturdier in England than 
here," and that they would be wise "to drink at those elder foun- 
tains." The Revolutionists who took up arms in 1775 were not fight- 
ing to achieve a complete separation from the Mother Country. 
They were struggling "to defend England against herself, to main- 
tain the principles and traditions of English liberty." The farmers 
who fired the shots at Lexington and Concord "were the barons of 
Runnymede in a later day; and the victory at Yorktown was not so 
much the seal of a revolution as the pledge of continuing English 
progress." From England the people of the United States inherited 
nearly every element of their culture of lasting and distinctive value. 
The Declaration of Independence grew from the seed of Magna 
Charta, The mechanical ingenuity which produced the steamboat, 
the telegraph, and all our marvelous machinery was but the fruit 
of the inventive genius that gave birth to the steam engine and the 
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factory system three thousand miles across the Atlantic. Representa- 
tive government, trial by jury, the habeas corpus, and freedom 
of speech and the press are simply "the family heirlooms, the family 
diamonds, and they go wherever in the wide world go the family 
name and language and tradition/' 21 

Several of the racial theorists of the late nineteenth century traced 
the political achievements of the English to remote beginnings 
among the ancient Germans. What Britain did was to bring these 
achievements to a full-rounded development and to pass them on 
to her sons and daughters in the New World. But this was no mean 
accomplishment. Primitive tribal assemblies had to be transformed 
into a representative parliament and elemental notions of indi- 
vidual freedom refined into charters and bills of rights. No other 
country but Britain could have done these things. She alone among 
the nations of Europe had maintained an uninterrupted develop- 
ment of free institutions for a thousand years. The reasons were 
partly geographic. In contrast with so many of the other countries 
of Western Europe, England had never been overrun by "fanatical 
Saracens or beastly Mongols." But to a large extent her progress 
could be attributed to the fact that her people had Aryan forebears. 
Germanic blood flowed in their veins and transmitted a heritage 
of freedom to successive generations, as the branches of a river 
convey silt from the uplands and deposit it in the valleys below. 
Such was the reasoning of the historian James K. Hosmer, of the 
political scientist John W. Burgess, and especially of the Social Dar- 
winist John Fiske. 

As a devout disciple of Herbert Spencer, interested in propagat- 
ing the theories of historical evolution and the survival of the fittest 
among nations, John Fiske was determined to show that England 
represented the highest fulfillment of the Teutonic genius inherited 
from the Middle Ages. She was the only important nation to come 
out of the medieval crucible with her Teutonic self-government 
"substantially intact." Two "little spots" on the mainland, Holland 
and Switzerland, also preserved in purest form rustic Aryan democ- 
racy, but they were too small in size to exert much influence. They 
did, however, form federal unions, an achievement which must be 
regarded as one of the most significant in universal history. 

But it was England alone that attained the political maturity 
necessary for the preservation and transmission of the heritage of 
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democracy. The boundless vitality of the English enabled them to 
defeat the last of their great rivals in the French and Indian War 
and thereby to salvage nearly all of North America for people of 
their own race. Thenceforth there were two Englands in the world, 
Motherland and Daughterland, "alike prepared to work with might 
and main toward the political regeneration of mankind." The con- 
quest of the North American continent by men of English race was 
unquestionably "the most prodigious event in the political annals of 
mankind." 22 

Theories of race superiority lent themselves exceedingly well to 
a justification of imperialism. We shall see that such was one of the 
cardinal purposes in the minds of Senator Benton of Missouri, Josiah 
Strong, Albert J. Beveridge, John W. Burgess, and William Allen 
White, who proclaimed it to be a sacred mission of the noble Aryans 
or at least of the politically gifted Germanic peoples to extend their 
civilization to the so-called inferior races. 

An equally famous imperialist of the late nineteenth century, 
Alfred T. Mahan, was more specific. He discovered that in spite of 
the motley character of recent immigration, the political traditions 
and racial characteristics of the American people remained English. 
In particular, they had preserved the true spirit of English freedom, 
which included as its essential components liberty and law "not 
one or the other, but both." This gave to the American nation a 
warrant for following in Britain's footsteps by extending her do- 
minion to the outermost regions of the earth. As Rome incorporated 
the other nations of the Italian peninsula, America had already 
added to her inheritance, spreading and perpetuating everywhere 
"the foundation principles of free and good government." In her 
infancy she bordered only upon the Atlantic. In her youth her 
boundary was extended to the Gulf of Mexico. Her maturity found 
her upon the shore of the Pacific. But southward her expansion was 
blocked by the rights of a race completely alien, and to the north 
by a people of her own tradition. In the light of these facts, the 
philosophizing admiral asked, "Have we no right or no call to 
progress farther in any direction? Are there for us beyond the sea 
horizon none of those essential interests, of those evident dangers, 
which impose a policy and confer rights?" 23 In view of the ad- 
miral's beliefs in the inherent superiority of English blood, there 
could be little doubt as to his answers. 
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THE PURITAN HERITAGE 

" For the most part, the philosophers who found in Puritanism the 
source of everything good in America were the same men who ex- 
tolled the heritage from Britain. To a degree this can be attributed 
to pride in their English ancestry, but it cannot be taken as the sole 
explanation. Some, at least, acknowledged a broader and earlier 
source of Puritan virtues. George Bancroft, for example, hailed John 
Calvin as the father of popular education, the originator of free 
schools. He sought to identify William Penn as a disciple of the 
Huguenots and maintained that the ships that brought the first 
colonists to New Amsterdam were filled with Calvinists. He was 
prepared to argue that anyone declining to honor the memory and 
respect the influence of John Calvin knew "but little of the origin 
of American liberty." " 4 At the same time, Bancroft's adoration of 
Puritanism bordered upon religious worship. The Puritan in his 
eyes was the incarnation of all the virtues that ennoble a human 
being and set him apart from his fellows. Every believer who had 
experienced the raptures of devotion regarded himself as one chosen 
by God. For him the Almighty had appointed a Savior to die and 
rise again for the benefit of the elect. How could he help respecting 
himself, whom God had chosen and redeemed? "As he walked the 
earth, his heart was in the skies." He could no more become the 
slave of a despot than he could of a priest. If he feared the powers 
of darkness and of hell, he feared no power on earth. It is not 
strange, according to Bancroft, that "the issue of Puritanism was 
popular sovereignty." 25 

Most of the later admirers of the Puritans were impressed more 
by the economic and social background than they were by the re- 
ligious influences that shaped their development. They were like- 
wise interested more in their political contributions. Edward Everett 
emphasized the hardships suffered by the American members of the 
secttheir "trials of wandering and exile, of the ocean, the winter, 
the wilderness, and the savage foe/' These kept away from the faith- 
ful band all "patrician softness" and prevented any "effeminate 
nobility" from crowding into their ranks. 26 The researches of John 
Fiske convinced him that the Puritan settlers of New England were 
mainly descended from the "Old-English nobility or thegrihood" 
that had been pushed down into a secondary place by the Norman 



* * 

Treatife of Nauigacion con- 

^*^ 

out 

//wo/ Jy At. And ir} him 

as 0ft 

may 





* , t Ttiry fhat ^c Jownc t^'ifcc Sea in flwpn aS ccuplc Aclr 
% c in .;fc^i wascrif 1 It Ic mca ke the worlcct of ik 

t w^ndcti m |fac ^c 



A rare, contemporaneous woodcut of a ship of the Mayflower period. 



The National Heritage 51 

conquerors and had emerged eventually as the backbone of Eng- 
land^ strength, the stout gentry and independent yeomanry. The 
leaders of the New England migration were country gentlemen 
from these classes. A large proportion of them were graduates of 
universities. Even the rank and file were intelligent and prosperous, 
and no idle, shiftless, or disorderly folk were represented among 
them. Out of so select a body of colonists, distinguished as they 
were by sober restraint and "unflinching adherence to duty," no 
form of society other than one of freedom and equality could be 
expected to come, except perhaps "in case of a scarcity of arable 
land." To Fiske it was no more strange than it had been to Bancroft 
that immediately upon their arrival in New England, the settlers 
should have "proceeded to form for themselves a government as 
purely democratic as any that has ever been seen in the world." - 7 

Fiske's older contemporary, George William Curtis, lauded the 
Puritan spirit as "the master influence of American civilization." 
Though he admired the religion of the Puritans and warned that 
the decay of that faith would blast the hopes of mankind, he was 
more keenly interested in their political legacy. In the inspiring air 
of the American continent, the spirit of Puritanism, he believed, 
had been modified and enlarged, so that government by sectaries 
became government by the people. "John Pym became James Otis." 
The modified Puritanism of America fired the Revolution. Puritan 
guns echoed at Bunker Hill, and the Puritan spirit was embodied 
in the Declaration of Independence. "It was to the Puritan idea that 
Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown; and eighty-three years later, 
it was the Cavalier who again surrendered to the Puritan under the 
Appomattox apple-tree." Those stern, unyielding sons of Calvin, 
whom frivolous modern men sometimes disdain to honor, "were the 
indomitable vanguard of moral and political freedom. If they snuf- 
fled in prayer, they smote in fight; if they sang through their noses, 
the hymn they chanted was liberty; if they aimed at a divine mon- 
archy, they have founded the freest, the most enlightened, the most 
prosperous, the most powerful republic in history." 28 

During the heyday of Progressivism, admiration for the Puritans 
seemed to swing back to praise for their religious and moral quali- 
ties. Perhaps this can be attributed to the fact that many of the 
Progressive leaders were moral idealists or reformers who had been 
shocked by the corruption and vice unearthed by such muckrakers 
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as Lincoln Steffens and Upton Sinclair. A capital example was 
the bustling president of Stanford University, David Starr Jordan. 
Jordan traced his ancestry to Puritan forebears, and in his early life 
was deeply influenced by the bloodless asceticism of Emerson and 
Thoreau and by the towering intolerance of John Brown. When he 
went to California in 1891, he took his Puritanism with him and 
sought to transplant it on the tawny hills that slope down to the 
Pacific. The degree of his success may be questionable, but no one 
can doubt the intensity of his efforts. He strove to indoctrinate both 
faculty and students with the idea of total abstention from alcohol 
and tobacco and even from coffee and tea. "From the 'beer bust' 
of the college," he wrote, "to the red-light district of the town the 
way is short and straight, and thousands of young men find them- 
selves ruined for life from a single night of excesses." 2J) His reasons 
for frowning upon human frivolity were partly scientific. He alleged 
that stimulants like tobacco and coffee and depressants like alcohol 
"caused the nervous system to lie," gave a false sense of excitement 
or well-being, and thereby encouraged activity or indulgence when 
the body needed rest. But he justified other forms of asceticism 
which could hardly be reduced to a scientific explanation. Though 
he deplored the brutishness of some of the athletic sports of his 
time, he declared that a young man was safer on the football field 
than on the floor of a modern ballroom. The chastity of women he 
regarded as "society's most precious jewel," and he taught that the 
pure woman "will turn from the man who touches her hand in 
wantonness as she would turn from a rattlesnake." 3() 

Jordan described the Puritan conscience as "the most precious 
political heritage of the republic and the backbone of American 
culture." Nearly all the great spokesmen for freedom in the coun- 
try's history, he maintained, with the exception of Thomas Jefferson 
and James Madison, had Puritan blood in their veins. As examples 
he mentioned Thoreau, Emerson, Channing, Garrison, Wendell 
Phillips, James Russell Lowell, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and Charles 
W. Eliot. The Puritans derived their great power, Jordan argued, 
from the austerity of their practices. It was not their stiff-necked 
dogmatism that deserved praise but the fact that they were ready 
to resist whatever they thought wrong. Resistance augmented their 
strength of character and produced the only happiness worth pur- 
suing. The modern man who would aspire to the same benefits 
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must cultivate the Puritan's hatred of evil. His pattern of life must 
be as restricted as theirs, for it is still true that the road which leads 
to achievement in life is narrow and rocky, while the path which 
leads to failure and wretchedness is broad and flowery. "There is 
no real happiness that does not involve self-denial." S1 

But happiness to Jordan as to most other Puritans was almost 
synonymous with the fulfillment of personal ambition. Anything 
that stood in the way of this was ipso facto immoral. He frowned 
upon smoking, for instance, because he considered it a disguise for 
idleness. The person who smokes is frittering time away that he 
might otherwise use for a valuable purpose. Even such subjects as 
literature and art should be judged by the same standards of avoid- 
ing a waste of time and contributing to personal success. The 
twentieth century, Jordan thought, would have a superior culture, 
but the books it would publish would not be "idle books written 
for idle people." Instead of what is ordinarily classified as literature, 
the twentieth century would demand "the real thoughts of real 
men." H2 

Jordan's younger associate in the Progressive movement, Albert J. 
Beveridge, voiced no admiration for a Puritan background. This is 
not strange, for none of his ancestors had Puritan lineage. His pater- 
nal grandfather belonged to a Virginia family of slave-owners. The 
nearest approach to Puritan influence could be found in the fact 
that most of his paternal ancestors were of Scottish descent, and 
some at least were Presbyterians. But a much more important con- 
dition shaping Beveridge's mind in the direction of ideals similar to 
those of the Puritans was his personal success in overcoming the 
privations and hardships of his early life. His boyhood and youth 
were devoted to rugged toil on farms in Ohio and Illinois and to 
cutting and hauling lumber for the construction of railroads. From 
the age of twelve he worked regularly in the fields and at fifteen 
was placed in charge of a gang of lumbermen, whose respect he 
could command only by doing a full share of the manual labor. Yet 
in the midst of these austerities he found time for considerable 
reading, in such works as Emerson's essays, Gibbon's Decline and 
Fall of the Roman Empire, and the novels of Dickens, Scott, and 
George Eliot. He also managed to save nearly all of his nominal 
wages with a view to obtaining a college education. At the age of 
nineteen he entered Asbury (now DePauw) University with total 
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assets of fifty dollars. He carried his trunk on his back through the 
streets of the town to his lodging place. In 1885 he was graduated 
from the university laden with all the honors and prizes that campus 
life afforded. 

Senator Beveridge characterized the Puritan principle as "the 
very breath of life" of the American republic. The Puritan, he de- 
clared, was the foremost citizen of history. His destiny was to build 
free institutions, and to tear asunder the rotten fabric of civil abuses. 
At the same time, he had an instinct for governing. When he over- 
threw existing systems, his methods were more orderly than the 
conditions he attacked. Men have supposed that the Puritans set 
their course into the inky horizon because of their fanatical ambition 
for religious freedom. Beveridge preferred to believe that they 
"obeyed a divine impulse to found the everlasting commonwealth 
of liberty." He insisted that what America needed was a rebirth of 
Puritan virtues. The nation was suffering from the worship of 
Mammon, from "epicureanism," from public and private immorality, 
and from the decline of religion. The people were losing sight of the 
"eternal" and lavishing too much attention upon material success. 
Only the Puritan principle could save the country as it had saved 
England two centuries before. 38 

Although Puritanism might seem to be the complete antithesis 
of the widespread revolt against Victorian standards that set in after 
World War I, the contradiction applies almost exclusively to the 
realm of sex morality. In the worship of business and personal 
achievement, the Puritan spirit is still regnant. Not many pay def- 
erence any longer in their actual conduct to frugality or self-denial, 
but few of the nation's pundits have ever spoken or written openly 
against such practices. Thrift, denial, sacrifice, and hardship have 
always been and continue to be extolled as the qualities that make 
a nation great and provide the keys to security and prosperity for 
individual citizens. 

Only a small number of critical observers, mostly unorthodox, 
have suggested that perhaps the Puritan economic approach is out- 
moded. In the New Deal era Henry Wallace classified Puritan ideals 
as admirably adapted to a period of "rapidly expanding wealth 
production," but he doubted that they were as well suited to "wealth 
distribution and wealth consumption in line with the doctrines of 
the New Testament." Our need, he suggested, is not to learn how 
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to compete with each other in a mad scramble for a limited supply 
of worldly goods but "to learn how to live with each other in abun- 
dance." 84 

When Henry Wallace was still a callow freshman at Iowa State 
College, another economic thinker published a book expounding in 
more elaborate fashion a similar conception of the anachronism of 
Puritan ideals. The title of the book was The New Basis of Civiliza- 
tion, and the author was Simon N. Patten. Nations, according to 
Patten, had lived long enough under conditions of poverty, priva- 
tion, sacrifice, and hardship. Such conditions degraded men to the 
level of animals and lowered the tone of civilization. The time had 
arrived when a deficit economy should be replaced by an economy 
of surplus. Men must learn that the morality of sacrifice is the an- 
tithesis of progress, and that "cooperation can abolish poverty by 
saving men instead of spending them." Disease, insecurity, prema- 
ture old age, starvation, and class conflict were the hastening ills of 
the period when surplus workers competed with each other for a 
limited number of jobs at pitiful wages. The remedy, he argued, was 
to increase opportunities for employment by procedures of social 
planning and thereby to enlarge the national income available for 
the purchase of goods. Income generates capital, and a rich environ- 
ment is the cardinal stimulus to social progress. The surplus energy 
of the well-paid worker spills over into new desires and fresh en- 
thusiasms. Some of these broaden and deepen and are eventually 
transformed into ideals of "goodness, of patriotism, of culture, and 
of art/' When imperfect civilization frustrates and distorts the free 
play of pleasurable desires, "toil becomes a monstrous, incalculably 
evil thing; we call it drudgery, and the man condemned to it reverts 
to a lower kind of creature, unpliant, crudely limited in passions, 
early matured, and prematurely decayed." * 3 It would be difficult to 
conceive of a more emphatic repudiation of the Puritan gospel of 
sacrifice, denial, and hard work as the regenerating forces in civiliza- 
tion. In this respect Patten's philosophy was almost unique in Ameri- 
can history. 

Americans have devoted much time and energy to rationalization 
of their idea of mission. And the most impressive result is the de- 
gree of unanimity that has prevailed among their more active spokes- 
men. This has been notably true with regard to the assumption of 
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special attributes of the American character. Nearly every speaker 
and writer, whether liberal or conservative, has assigned the credit 
for our national superiority to such qualities as initiative, independ- 
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ence, aggressiveness, perseverance, industry, frugality, and enter- 
prise. That a nation might experience a call to greatness for its 
generosity, humanity, tolerance, or justice seems never to have 
crossed their minds. Though America is officially proclaimed a 
Christian nation, it is not the virtues of Christianity that are credited 
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with making her great. It is the ethics of the Book of Proverbs and 
of the Books of Kings and Chronicles that is exalted above all 
others. In this fact we have additional evidence of the strength of 
the Old Testament influence. 

Two other elements entering into the formation of our national 
ethos, the heritage from Britain and the Puritan influence, have 
also been widely acclaimed as foundations of our country's great- 
ness. The former was undoubtedly a factor in propelling the United 
States toward intervention on the side of the Allies in World War I. 
President Wilson himself admitted that his strong emotional inter- 
est in a British victory made the steering of a neutral course ex- 
tremely difficult. Yet the actual effects of both the heritage from 
Britain and the Puritan influence are not easy to assess. Unques- 
tionably, America inherited her law from Great Britain, and likewise 
her language and many of her customs and governmental institu- 
tions. But the same cannot be said of her ideal of social equality, of 
her belief that the voice of the people is the voice of God, of her 
multiplicity of elections, or of such basic institutions as the town 
meeting, the national convention, the federal system, or the initia- 
tive, referendum, and recall. Frederick Jackson Turner and his fol- 
lowers undoubtedly went too far in insisting upon the indigenous 
character of our democratic institutions. But it is just as erroneous 
to trace all of them to British origin. Some go back to ancient Ger- 
man and particularly to feudal custom. Others exemplified by the 
higher law and inviolable rights have their roots in Stoicism. 

The notion that Puritanism put a rod of iron into the American 
character and thereby made the nation strong and great also re- 
quires qualification. There can be no doubt that industry, frugality, 
ambition, and glorification of material success are deeply imbedded 
in our folkways, but Puritanism is not necessarily their only source. 
They could have germinated in part, at least, from the conditions 
and requirements of life on the frontier. The religions of the frontier 
bore little relation to Puritan ideology. Eventually crystallizing into 
such sects as Methodists and Baptists, they reflected the influence 
of Arminianism and the Great Awakening much more than they 
did the theological determinism of the Calvinists. The non-Calvinist 
sects of Methodists, Baptists, Episcopalians, Unitarians, and Quakers 
have produced more than twice as many Presidents of the United 
States as have the combined offshoots of Puritanism. Among the 
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movers and shakers of American social and intellectual history at 
least half have had antecedents essentially non-Puritan. The list 
includes Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, Abraham Lincoln, William James, and Justices 
Brandeis and Holmes. They undoubtedly exalted the individual and 
the virtues associated with ambition and self-assertion. But it was 
an individualism derived from the Enlightenment, from German 
Idealism, from Darwinism, and from the humanism fostered by an 
increasing awareness of man's helplessness in a complex society. 
It had nothing to do with the Puritan conception of man as the 
instrument of divine omnipotence. 
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Chapter Three 

The Promised Land 



That a people should derive a sense of mission, in any im- 
portant degree, from factors of geography may seem 
strange. Yet no one can read very far in the folklore of America 
without discovering that many of her leaders have done just that. 
Long before Ellen Semple and Ellsworth Huntington developed 
their theories of geographic determinism, American statesmen and 
publicists were celebrating the greatness and promise of their coun- 
try as products of its area, salubrious climate, and wealth of re- 
sources. They had few authorities to buttress their conclusions, with 
the exception of Montesquieu, but they made the most of what 
they had. They considered this continent so richly adorned with 
natural advantages that God must have reserved it for His Chosen 
People. It was a Land of Canaan meant only for the Children of 
Israel. When the time was ripe, He had led them thither and 
charged them with the role of guide and exemplar to all other na- 
tions. Even the very remoteness of the country had enabled it to 
develop this role uncorrupted by the influence of effete peoples. 

LOCATION AND CLIMATE 

Although geography is broadly defined as the science of the earth 
and its life, the term can be taken to include, first of all, the impor- 
tance of location and its effects in molding the conditions of life. 
From early times Americans have rejoiced in the favored location of 
their country. On the eve of the Declaration of Independence, 
Gouverneur Morris voiced his conviction to the Continental Con- 
gress that the "great gulph which rolls its waves between Europe 
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and America" would be a major factor guaranteeing "a full and 
lasting defence" to the Thirteen Colonies. 

Soon after the adoption of the Constitution, both Hamilton and 
Madison took occasion to emphasize the advantage to America of 
her remoteness from Europe. Hamilton argued that the conquest of 
America by a European power would require such exertions as to 
be "ruinous to the undertaker." And even if it could be accom- 
plished, enormous occupation forces would be necessary to prevent 
its undoing. 1 Madison thought the advantages that would result in 
the securing of liberty were even more important than military 
security. Just as the rulers of Britain had never been able, "by real 
or artificial dangers, to cheat the public into an extensive peace 
establishment," so the United States, by its even greater* distance 
from the centers of aggression, would "enjoy the same happy secur- 
ity." There would be no excuse for a standing army, which "per- 
fidious governments" might use to overawe the citizens. A navy and 
coastal fortifications might be necessary, but their weapons could 
not be conveniently employed for the destruction of liberty. 2 

Ironically, the arguments of Hamilton and Madison were revived 
in the twentieth century, despite the progressive narrowing of the 
oceans by modern inventions. In his Republic, published in 1943, 
Charles A. Beard cited the benefits accruing to Great Britain over 
several centuries as a consequence of her insular position. This en- 
abled her to rely upon a navy for protection instead of a powerful 
army. An open and dangerous land frontier would have necessitated 
a large military establishment with consequent domination by an 
army class and "an iron solidarity" in the nation. In similar fashion, 
protection of the United States by two oceans fostered the develop- 
ment of diversity in economics, politics, and religion and helped to 
educate Americans in toleration and respect for one another's rights. 
There was no dominant military clique to impose uniformity upon 
them. 3 

During almost the same period, Walter Lippmann was classifying 
the United States as "for all practical purposes an island." She 
enjoyed therefrom the advantage that if wars had to be fought, they 
could be fought at a safe distance from the nation's homes, churches, 
hospitals, and schools. They could be fought by the armed forces of 
the nation and not by the women and children and by the aged and 
helpless. As in the case of Great Britain, America needed sea power, 
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but navies were "weapons of freedom." They could not be used to 
occupy, subjugate, and rule over foreign territory. Although he 
subsequently repudiated the idea of a Fortress America relying upon 
passive defense behind impregnable frontiers, as late as 1948 he 
could still describe the United States as the least vulnerable of the 
powers to invasion, to blockade, or "with existing weapons, to de- 
cisive assault." 4 Neither Lippmann nor any other American ap- 
peared to recognize the significance of an additional consequence 
of the country's isolation. Separation from the military powers of 
Europe had enabled the United States to devote her major energies 
and resources to peacetime industry, and eventually to achieve the 
world's highest standard of living. 

At least one American saw advantages quite different from mili- 
tary and political security in America's insular position. To Albert J. 
Beveridge, America's location was an "imperial location." He avowed 
that if the brains of all the statesmen who ever lived were gathered 
into one "vast intellect of world-wisdom," and if this composite brain 
took an eternity to plan, it could not conceive a land "better located 
for power and world dominance than the American Republic." This 
nation, he declared, is "enthroned between two great oceans of the 
world," its seat of power commanding both Europe and Asia. The 
very harbors of the United States show how cunningly "the Master 
Strategist" has provided the means of communication with the ends 
of the earth. The ocean currents, also, flow in relation to American 
coasts as if in accordance with a benevolent plan devised for our 
benefit. Every American citizen should carefully ponder these in- 
comparable advantages and sink to his knees "in prayerful gratitude" 
that an all-wise Father has given him such a land for his earthly 
habitation. 5 

A number of prophets of American destiny have found the key to 
their country's greatness in climate. That only a temperate climate 
can nourish the progress of civilization has long been a popular 
doctrine in the Northern Hemisphere. Some of our meteorological 
philosophers have gone further and insisted that howling winds and 
bitter cold are almost indispensable factors. William Cullen Bryant 
maintained that "variable, capricious, and severe" weather enabled 
the United States and other northern nations to cany the arts and 
sciences to their highest perfection. 6 Ralph Waldo Emerson and 
Robert G. Ingersoll taught that the foundations of civilization rested 
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upon snow and frost. The former argued that "four months of snow 
make the inhabitant of the northern temperate zone wiser and abler 
than his fellow who enjoys the fixed smile of the tropics." The south- 
erner may loaf all day, sleep at night on a mat under the moon, and 
awaken to find that Nature has "spread a table for his morning 
meal." The northerner is by necessity a householder. He must brew, 
bake, salt and preserve his food, and pile up reserves of wood or 
coal. Each of these activities involves from time to time novel experi- 
ences and, as a consequence, new accumulations of wisdom. 7 

Similar theories were contained in the mellifluous prose of Inger- 
soll. You can't have civilization, he declared, except where there is 
snow "and an ordinarily decent winter." "Where man needs no 
bedclothes but clouds, revolution is the normal condition of such 
a people." Winter necessitates homes and firesides, and the stability 
and other conditions requisite for the advancement of society flow 
from the labor and prudence essential to the maintenance of the 
home. "Civilization, liberty, justice, charity and intellectual advance- 
ment are all flowers that bloom in the snow." If you should take 
5,000 ministers from New England, 5,000 college presidents, and 
5,000 solid businessmen and transfer them to the tropics, in the 
second generation you would see "barefooted boys riding bareback 
on a mule, with their hair sticking out of the top of their sombreros, 
with a rooster under each arm going to a cockfight on Sunday." 8 

Additional postulates of America's greatness in terms of climate 
can easily be found in the writings of such men as Carl Schurz and 
David Starr Jordan. Both regarded tropical and subtropical climes 
as inimical to human progress. Schurz was ready to explain the per- 
sistence of slavery in the South until after the Civil War as a product 
of climatic causes generating "those passions and propensities of 
human nature which, in the gratification of its appetites, lead to 
the arbitrary employment of force in preference to a just recognition 
of the rights of others." He attributed despotism and revolution to 
the same causes. Tropical heat stimulates the imagination and in- 
flames the passions. "The consequences are natural: there is a tend- 
ency to government by force instead of by argument; revolutions 
are of chronic occurrence, like volcanic outbreaks," and political life 
continually oscillates between extremes of anarchy and despotism. 9 

David Starr Jordan espoused the doctrine of Ambrose Bierce that 
the tropics were "nature's asylum for degenerates." He argued that 
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Anglo-Saxons could not live there for more than a short time without 
deteriorating mentally, morally, and physically. Life in the tropics 
fostered laxity and indolence, fatalism, and indifference to moral 
standards. Where it was too warm or too uncomfortable to be con- 
ventional, it was "too much trouble to be decent." Excessive heat 
discouraged physical and mental activity, while the lavishness of 
nature favored the weak and inert. With the decline of effort went 
a deterioration of the will, an unwillingness to compete, and a con- 
tempt for time. Such qualities could never give birth to a high 
civilization. The great nations were products of hard times. They 
rose through struggle and never succumbed to the defeatist doctrine 
that it is the will of God that man should live in filth and "die of 
rottenness." The strength of Anglo-Saxon civilization lay in produc- 
tive energy and activity and in the growth of the home. But the 
home could not endure in the climate of the tropics. 10 He seemed 
to forget that in many tropical countries unchastity, at least on the 
part of females, is more severely reprobated than in temperate re- 
gions. At the same time, husbands and fathers appear to guard more 
jealously the honor of their families as long as their own freedom 
is not limited thereby. 

LAND AND MINERAL RESOURCES 

If in the writings of American philosophers one could discover a 
single formula to account for the greatness of our country, that with 
the most nearly universal appeal would doubtless be the abundance 
of cheap and fertile land. From the beginning of our national history 
this factor has been widely credited as a source of prosperity, de- 
mocracy, and freedom. John Adams declared in 1785 that the United 
States, with her wealth of valuable territory, was "destined beyond 
a doubt to be the greatest power on earth, and that within the life 
of man." " Gouverneur Morris was only a trifle less modest when he 
predicted in 1801 that "the proudest empire in Europe is but a 
bauble compared to what America will be, must be, in the course of 
two centuries; perhaps of one/' The reason he gave was that the in- 
terior of the country contained inexhaustible riches "in soil, in cli- 
mate, in everything." 12 

More philosophical than most of his contemporaries, Jefferson 
sought to prove that great land area was favorable to the growth 
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of democracy and to refute the contention of Montesquieu that re- 
publics could prosper only in countries of limited size. He went 
so far as to argue that a "just republic" was not merely compatible 
with a large territory but could scarcely exist on any other basis. 
It was imperative, he thought, that the area should be sufficiently 
extensive that "local egoisms" could never reach its greater part. 
Like Madison, he believed that extending the sphere of government 
would bring into the public councils a majority of representatives 
free from particular interests and thereby promote a "uniform 
prevalence to the principles of justice." The smaller the society, he 
argued, the greater the susceptibility to "violent and convulsive 
schisms." 1S 

Jefferson had another reason for urging the importance of a large 
area for the state. This was to offset the Malthusian principle that 
population growth rapidly outruns the means of subsistence. Writ- 
ing to the French economist J. B. Say in 1804, he asserted that the 
American republic had a capital advantage over the countries of 
Europe. In the latter the quantity of food was fixed, or increasing in 
no more than an "arithmetical ratio." A large proportion of the 
additional births each year went merely to swell the mortality rates. 
But in America "the immense extent of uncultivated and fertile 
lands enables everyone who will labor, to marry young, and raise a 
family of any size." As a consequence, food supply "may increase 
geometrically" with the number of laborers, and the total births, 
"however multiplied, become effective." 14 Although Jefferson had 
his moods of pessimism, most of them antedated the Louisiana Pur- 
chase. With so great an addition to the land supply guaranteeing 
an agrarian society for several decades, the future looked brighter. 

As the nation grew in size and prosperity during the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, Americans became more and more deeply 
impressed with the quantity of cheap and fertile soil as a factor in 
the country's greatness. For some it was the exclusive factor. Henry 
George, for instance, attributed nearly every aspect of the American 
character the general intelligence, the genius for invention, the 
power of adaptation, the free independent spirit, and the energy 
and hopefulness to the vast extent of "unfenced land." He would 
allow no particular credit to the people for their achievements in 
social and political democracy, for their separation of church and 
state, or for their avoidance of a titled aristocracy. Any other nation 
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with the same advantage of an "enormous common" would have 
accomplished as much. 15 

Almost identical theories emanated from William Graham Sum- 
ner, though they were invested with a stronger academic flavor. 
According to the Yale sociologist, the path of American development 
was predetermined by the two conditions of abundant land and a 
small population to inhabit it. "If you have abundance of land and 
few men to share it,, the men will all be equal." Social classes will 
disappear. Wages will be high. The masses of men, apart from those 
who succumb to laziness, folly, and vice, will be prosperous. But it 
will not be theories of ethics or political philosophies that will make 
them prosperous. Instead, their creeds will be the results of pros- 
perity. Democracy itself, "the pet superstition of the age," will be 
the natural and inevitable product of the economic conditions. "The 
orators and constitution-makers do not make democracy. They are 
made by it." Liberty comes easy when the struggle for existence is 
easy, and there is no problem in maintaining a fluidity of classes 
where land is abundant and the population is sparse. 10 

Efforts to credit democracy to the free and supposedly independ- 
ent life of the spacious West have been popular in American history. 
Frederick Jackson Turner was only one of a large number who ex- 
pounded such theories. The idea was implicit, at least, in the writings 
of Lincoln, of Daniel Webster, and of Theodore Parker. Others 
traced to the same source of vast and open spaciousness additional 
abstractions, some of them almost mystical. Edward Everett hailed 
the expansion of the republic for the effect it would have in giving 
"elevation and dignity" to literature and to every species of mental 
effort. 17 Josiah Strong discovered occasion for profound rejoicing in 
the alleged fact that "for the first time in the records of history the 
greatest race" had come to occupy "the greatest home." "What a 
conjunction, big with universal blessings," he exclaimed; "the great- 
est race, the greatest civilization, the greatest numbers, the greatest 
wealth, the greatest physical basis for empire!" 18 

Strong and Everett seemed to be expressing the sentiments of a 
number of Americans who believed that somehow the very magni- 
tude of their country exalted the people who occupied it. The idea 
was most clearly expressed, perhaps, by Woodrow Wilson. Indeed, 
he was so enamored of it that he repeated his conclusions in several 
of his writings. Rebuking Europeans for criticizing Americans for 
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boasting of their country's size, he contended that every race and 
every man is as big as the thing he dominates or takes possession 
of. Therefore, the size of America is "in some sense a standard of 
the size and capacity of the American people." Their greatness, the 
elasticity of their institutions, and the adaptability of their lives are 
worthy of being measured "by the scale of a continent." The con- 
quest of the nation's "proper territory" from nature is a herculean 
task, and a "bold race" derives inspiration from the difficulties and 
dangers of the enterprise. Expansion means "nationalization," and 
nationalization means "strength and elevation of view." 1! ' 

Although most Americans who have written economic appraisals 
of the nation's greatness have found the clue in extent and richness 
of territory, writers and publicists of the more recent period have 
tended to emphasize industrial resources. Typical have been the 

Reckless exploitation in the early days of the oil industry. The Spindletop 
Field near Beaumont, Texas, discovered in 1901. 
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Two great apostles of conservation President Theodore Roosevelt and 
Chief Forester GifTord Pinchot on the Inland Waterways Commission trip 
down the Mississippi River in October, 1907. U. S. Forest Service 

theories of Thorstein Veblen, Henry Wallace, and Harry S. Truman, 
Veblen believed that with the full and free use of "its unexampled 
natural resources," the American people as a whole would enjoy a 
material abundance and a leisure for cultural development un- 
paralleled in history. But the great obstacle was absentee ownership. 
The chances of overcoming this obstacle did not appear to him par- 
ticularly bright. What stood in the way was the "moral sense" of 
American citizens, which put them in close accord with the "work- 
ing bias" of their constituted authorities. 2 " 

Henry Wallace considered the United States so rich in material 
things that, "with ordinary common sense," a high standard of 
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living was almost inevitable. In fact, he maintained that for quite 
a considerable period her people could do "nonsensical things, 
things which in almost any other nation would be immediately dis- 
astrous." 21 Some thirteen years later President Truman advised 
Congress that our natural resources were the foundation of our na- 
tional life. He made it clear that by natural resources he meant 
primarily mineral resources. The nation's productive capacity, he 
affirmed, was dependent upon these, and he cautioned that short- 
ages of critical materials were already developing. He foresaw the 
rapid emergence of the United States as a "have-not" nation, with 
respect to copper, steel, lead, and petroleum. He implied that an 
"expanding return of mineral discovery" and "improved methods of 
recovery" would be the only appropriate means of insuring the eco- 
nomic progress and security of the country. Had he realized at that 
time the tremendous possibilities of nuclear science, his warnings 
would probably have been milder. Few Americans seem concerned 
any longer with the depletion of our energy resources. And it is a 
common assumption that atomic power will ultimately make feasible 
the substitution of the more abundant light metals for copper, steel, 
and lead. 

Though countless Americans have stressed the importance of the 
possession of resources, comparatively few have recognized the 
value of their provident use. Through most of our history the pre- 
vailing practice has been one of reckless exploitation. The land has 
been "mined" instead of farmed, while overgrazing, the depletion 
of forests, and ignorant methods of cultivation have caused precious 
inches of top soil to be blown away or to be washed down the 
rivers into the sea. The attitude of the frontiersmen was to regard 
timber as a nuisance. They must get rid of it as quickly as possible 
in order to have more land to cultivate. The federal and state govern- 
ments encouraged this attitude by the prodigality with which they 
disposed of extensive tracts for little or nothing. Railroad companies 
and lumber and mining companies were permitted to acquire free 
of charge, or to steal, millions of acres. To make matters worse, 
forest fires added to the reckless waste, and scarcely a citizen 
mourned the losses. Major John Wesley Powell, chief of the United 
States Geological Survey in the 1890's, described in print how he 
had set fire to a great alpine tree just to see it burn. The resulting 
conflagration that went roaring off through the western mountains 
seemed to cause him no pang of regret. 22 
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If any one man could be called the father of conservation in 
America, he would undoubtedly be Gifford Pinchot, Chief Forester 
of the United States from 1898 to 1910. A devout believer in the 
identity of democracy with the interests of the common citizen, 
Pinchot perceived as the most dangerous threat to the nation the 
unscrupulous greed of corporations in monopolizing the resources 
of the earth. Though they professed to be practicing free enterprise, 
they were actually depriving the people of privileges rightfully 
theirs and at the same time plundering the heritage of future gen- 
erations. To Pinchot the social and cultural advancement of the re- 
public could be measured only in terms of the common prosperity 
of all. Monopoly threatened not merely economic welfare; endan- 
gered also were the moral and intellectual interests of the people 
their freedom, their education, and their individuality. None of 
these could be maintained except by a systematic program of con- 
servation which would guarantee privileges to all and not simply to 
a few. Finally, according to Pinchot, conservation was "the key to 
the future" because of its relation to the maintenance of peace. Most 
wars, he argued, were the result of exhaustion of natural resources 
and the need for a new supply. He considered a just and permanent 
peace to be vital to the interests of all nations. But such a goal could 
be attained only by a wise and frugal use of nature's bounty in all 
countries. He admitted that no nation is completely self-sufficient, 
but he contended that an intelligent exploitation of the wealth of 
the richer countries would provide an abundance not only for them 
but for their poorer neighbors as well.- 3 

HUMAN RESOURCES 

Nearly every vocal American has recognized that land, forests, 
and mineral wealth are not enough to account for the greatness of 
America in the past or to exalt her destiny in the future. Numbers 
and quality of people are even more necessary to make certain that 
physical possessions will be used effectively. Yet the attitude toward 
human resources has been ambivalent. On the one hand there has 
been a tendency to rejoice as each decennial census showed in- 
creases mounting into the millions, and particularly as the popula- 
tion of America gave promise of surpassing that of the sluggish and 
decadent nations of the Old World. But some of the same leaders 
who hailed the rate of growth found themselves wondering from 
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time to time what would happen when the nation became over- 
crowded, especially when it filled up with less assimilable immi- 
grants from the more backward countries of Europe and Asia. Con- 
cern over excess population was as old as the Founding Fathers, and 
antiforeignism was a recurrent phenomenon from the Know-Noth- 
ing movement of the 1850's to the revived Ku Klux Klan in the 
1920's. 

Rousseau contended that the most valid test of a good govern- 
ment was the tendency of the population to increase, unaided by 
immigration. Numerous Americans have agreed with him, although 
some of them forgot to add his qualifying phrase. Even before the 
adoption of the Constitution, John Adams exulted in a "50 per cent 
growth" of the American population since the beginning of the War 
for Independence. This he regarded as a testimony to the benef- 
icence of our institutions and a harbinger of future greatness. 24 
Addressing the Senate in 1832, Henry Clay predicted that the un- 
occupied lands on the western frontier would soon "teem with peo- 
ple, and be filled with monuments of civilization." Such results 
would be inevitable with the extension thither of the government 
and laws of the greatest republic on earth. In 1850 he again regaled 
the Senate with an account of the marvelous growth of the nation, 
from four millions at the "commencement of this Government" to 
"upward of twenty millions." The cause could be none other than 
the matchless blessings of liberty and equality under the sovereignty 
of the people. 

Similar implications underlay the confident predictions of numer- 
ous others. In 1788 Hamilton forecast a national population of six 
millions in twenty-five years, with a further increase to nine millions 
in forty years. At the time of the Virginia Constitutional Convention 
of 1821, Madison predicted that the inhabitants of the nation would 
double every twenty-five years, until in 1929 they would equal 192 
millions. But these prophecies were modest compared with some 
that were to follow. In a message to Congress on December 3, 1861, 
Lincoln declared that some of his own contemporaries would live 
to see the Union contain 250 million people. John Fiske thought it 
"an extremely moderate" estimate that by the end of the twentieth 
century "the English race in the United States" would number at 
least 600 or 700 millions. 25 

From the viewpoint of most Americans who have written on the 
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subject, increase in population is a boon to a nation. In his seventh 
annual address, George Washington informed the Senate and the 
House of Representatives that the celerity of increase in the number 
of inhabitants augmented the strength and resources of America and 
guaranteed its future security. In 1801 Gouverneur Morris asserted 
in a letter to Jefferson that the rapid increase in population fostered 
such "pleasing hopes" that no doubt could be reasonably enter- 
tained of the "prosperity, power, and glory" of the country. 

The middle of the century witnessed the appearance of thought- 
ful disquisitions attempting to prove defects in the Malthusian 
theory. Henry C, Carey, recognized by some as America's first pro- 
fessional economist, thought it an insult to God to suppose, as 
Malthus did, that the Creator had doomed the great mass of human 
beings to suffer misery and want because the increase in the food 
supply would never keep pace with the multiplication of births. 
Refusing to concede that hunger and privation inevitably followed 
the crowding of people into limited areas, Carey contended that 
the true situation was almost the reverse. "When population in- 
creases and men come together," he affirmed, "even the poor land 
is made rich/' When population declines, and men are forced to 
live in isolation remote from each other, "even the rich lands become 
impoverished/' At other times, he did recognize a reciprocal rela- 
tionship between the two factors. In order that man may increase, 
he admitted, there must be an increase in the supply of food. And 
in order that the latter may increase, "mankind must grow in num- 
bers/' 26 

Almost identical conclusions were drawn by Henry George. He 
professed to see no connection whatever between the prodigality of 
nature and the wealth of nations. The richest countries, he said, are 
not those with lush environments but those where labor is efficient. 
To point his argument he contrasted Mexico with Massachusetts 
and Brazil with England. He denied, moreover, that increase in 
population brought squalor and misery as unavoidable conse- 
quences. "The countries whose population is densest and presses 
hardest upon the capabilities of nature," he argued, "are, other 
things being equal," the countries with the largest proportion of 
their national income available for luxury, for capital investments 
abroad, and for the support of culture and the amenities of life. As 
evidence, he cited the example of the United States with her popu- 
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lation doubling every twenty-nine years but with wealth increasing 
in the same proportion at much shorter intervals. It was not the in- 
crease of wealth, he concluded, that brought about this increase of 
men. Instead, the increase of economically productive people 
caused the increase of wealth, in the form of food supply and every- 
thing else. 27 

Among political leaders who have expressed their views on the 
growth of population, the one with the most elaborate theory has 
been Henry Wallace. Writing at the end of the Great Depression, 
he conceded that surplus population was in some respects a problem 
in the United States. But not in the Malthusian sense. There was no 
population pressure resulting from inadequate food supply. Instead, 
there was an altogether different pressure produced by technologi- 
cal development. Advances in mechanization had made such rapid 
headway that the 50 per cent of farmers who were most efficient in 
the United States grew about 90 per cent of the farm products sold 
on the market. As a consequence, the "Okies" and "Arkies" and 
other marginal cultivators were "tractored" off their farms. 

At the same time, the New Deal Secretary of Agriculture was 
acutely aware of the evils accruing to a nation when growth of popu- 
lation slows down or diminishes to the vanishing point. The imme- 
diate effects are a reduction of births, a decrease in the proportion of 
young people to the total population, and a marked increase in the 
percentage of aged and elderly folk. For a time these effects may 
create an illusion of well-being. In a rapidly aging community "there 
is usually more money, more wisdom, more caution, and for a time 
a greater opportunity to cultivate the arts." But such conditions are 
transient. Soon the predominance of the aged leads to a slowing 
down, an excess of caution and conservatism, and a hardening of 
the intellectual arteries. Ultimately the nation takes on the char- 
acteristics of New England, France, or Sweden. The future belongs 
to the growing nations, with high enough birth rates to insure a 
preponderance of younger people in their populations. Youth alone 
can provide the buoyancy, the spirit of adventure, and the zest for 
achievement essential to national progress. "The fundamental trend 
of all great civilizations takes form . . . among populations where 
the children under fourteen outnumber the old people by around 
three to one." It is necessary to add that Wallace did not regard the 
aging nations as decadent or dying. Recognizing that some, at least, 
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could grow old "gracefully," he paid tribute to Sweden for her 
achievements in economic and social democracy. But he still main- 
tained that the peoples with the "nascent energy" of youth would 
become the world leaders of the future.-* 

From acclaiming the advantages of a growing population to 
urging a liberal immigration policy is an easy step; and numerous 
Americans can be found who were willing to take it. In the Con- 
vention of 1787, Madison asserted that he wished to invite foreigners 
"of merit and republican principles" to settle in America. That part 
of the nation which had given the greatest encouragement to immi- 
gration had "advanced most rapidly in population, agriculture & 
the arts." Emerson believed so firmly in the principle of hetero- 
geneity that if he had had his way he would have welcomed immi- 
grants in unlimited numbers from all countries. The Irish, the 
Swedes, the Poles, the Russians, and even the Africans and the 
Polynesians, he thought, would infuse new life into America and 
give it a civilization as vigorous as that "which came out of the 
melting pot of the Dark Ages." 2U 

Almost as generous was the attitude of Wendell Phillips. "Let 
every oppressed man come," he exclaimed; "let every poor man 
come; let every man who wishes to change his residence come, we 
welcome all; frankly acknowledging the principle that -every human 
being has the right to choose his residence just where he pleases on 
the planet." Curiously, though, this principle did not seem to apply 
to the Chinese. They were to be admitted under annual quotas, lest 
the nation be unable to absorb great quantities of mere "human 
freight." 30 

Near the end of the century Grover Cleveland vetoed a bill pro- 
viding for a literacy test in the form of ability to read twenty-five 
words of the Constitution in any language as a basis for admitting 
immigrants into the country. His conservative prejudices led him 
to see much less danger in admitting a hundred thousand illiterates 
who sought merely a home and opportunity to work, than one edu- 
cated but "unruly" agitator who would come here to stir up discon- 
tent. 

The twentieth century witnessed the influx of much greater num- 
bers of immigrants than ever before, and clamor for a tightening of 
restrictions inevitably increased. Yet advocates of a liberal policy 
continued to preach their doctrines. Albert J. Beveridge wrote in 
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1908 that the drawing of blood from the veins of the most virile 
nations constantly renewed the American republic and kept its 
people "normal sane and steadv." 8l Woodrow Wilson conceived of 
the United States as being continually reborn out of all the sources 
of human energy in the world. She was constantly drinking new 
strength by absorbing into the national organism "the strong men 

Bound for the Klondike Gold Fields, over Chilcoot Pass, Alaska, 1898. 
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and forward-looking women" of other lands. It was almost as if the 
human race itself had determined to make sure "that this great na- 
tion, founded for the benefit of humanity, should not lack for the 
allegiance of the people of the world." 

Contemplating these facts, the noted apostle of the New Freedom 
was inspired to some lofty thoughts. Because we were made up out 
of all the great family of mankind, he averred that we were espe- 
cially equipped to understand all peoples and serve as champions of 
the rights of mankind. It gave us, moreover, a solicitude for the 
interests of peoples no matter where they might live. We had no 
designs upon other nations' territory. If in the past we had been 
"obliged by circumstances" to take possessions from other countries, 
we did this in the interest of the natives involved. We acted in the 
capacity of trustees for those to whom the territory really belonged, 
and we were ready to turn it over to them when conditions seemed 
feasible. 3 - How this could be reconciled with more than a small 
proportion of the examples of American imperialism, he did not 
make clear. 

Another Democratic President, Harry S. Truman, expressed senti- 
ments similar to those of Wilson, but with an idealism that did not 
soar so high. Pleading for the admission of displaced persons, he 
reminded the nation that it was founded by immigrants and that it 
had "thrived on the energy and diversity of many peoples." He con- 
sidered it a capital source of America's strength that she numbered 
among her people "all the major religions, races and national ori- 
gins." 3 * 

But in the midst of the rejoicing over growth of population, by 
immigration or otherwise, there were not a few discordant notes. 
The critic who made the broadest and most discerning observations 
was none other than the Father of the Constitution. Long before 
the theories of Malthus became popular in America, Madison was 
writing in Malthusian terms. In 1791 he commented in the 'National 
Gazette on the tendency of every plant and animal species to re- 
produce surplus offspring. The human species, he pointed out, is no 
exception. It, too, propagates far beyond the capacity of nature to 
provide for subsistence. The surplus human beings are disposed of 
in a number of ways: (1) they are destroyed by infanticide, "as 
among the Chinese and Lacedemonians"; (2) they are slowly 
starved to death, as among other nations where food supply is 
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barely sufficient for a stationary population; (3) they are "consumed 
by wars and endemic diseases"; or (4) they are weeded out by 
emigration "to places where a surplus of food is attainable." The 
parallel between the foregoing discussion and the Malthusian thesis 
of population increasing faster than the means of subsistence except 
where checked by war, disease, famine, and vice is too obvious for 
comment. 

In 1818, in a letter to Richard Rush, Madison referred to the 
Malthusian theory by name for the first time. He said he had been 
looking over Malthus, and thought the world much indebted to 
him for the views he had given of an interesting subject. In subse- 
quent writings he advanced a number of criticisms. He thought 
Malthus vulnerable for assigning an arithmetical ratio as a univer- 
sal principle for the increase of food. In a country thoroughly culti- 
vated, as China was supposed to be, there could be no increase. In 
one partially cultivated, and as fertile as the United States, the in- 
crease might actually exceed the geometric ratio. He criticized 
Malthus also for his fatalism, for refusing to recognize that man is 
a reasoning creature and can certainly do something by his own 
ingenuity to augment his means of subsistence. In the final analysis, 
however, he continued to walk pretty closely in the shadow of the 
English rector. He believed that it was the inexorable fate of the 
United States to become, in little more than a century, as over- 
crowded as Great Britain or France, and he considered misery in- 
separable from "a high degree of populousness." He looked with 
special concern upon the tendency of "the laboring part of man- 
kind" to increase their numbers after the increase of food had reached 
its limit. The ensuing competition for jobs would reduce wages to 
a minimum and augment privation to a maximum. Should the re- 
sults of this tendency be curbed by either physical or moral checks, 
the checks themselves were "but so many evils/' The only antidote 
seemed to be a stoic resignation to the impossibility of banishing 
evil altogether from human affairs. Men must console themselves 
with the belief that evil is "overbalanced by the good mixed with 
it/' and direct their efforts to increasing "the good proportion of the 
mixture." 34 

Several Americans of later years saw evils in excess population 
more serious even than those depicted by Madison. By way of ex- 
ample, William Graham Sumner found excess population to be the 
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cause not only of poverty and war but of despotism and tyranny. 
The only reason the United States had enjoyed democracy thus far 
was the fact that she was a young and underpopulated country. 
When overcrowding set in, liberty would be supplanted by author- 
ity, and democracy would give way to imperialism and war. 35 

The equally cynical individualist and Social Darwinist, Justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, agreed with Sumner in emphasizing the 
population factor and the increasing acerbity of the struggle for 
existence as territories fill up with inhabitants. Writing to his friend, 
John C. H. Wu, in 1925, he affirmed his belief that "Malthus was 
right in his fundamental notion." "Every society," he continued, "is 
founded on the death of men. In one way or another some are al- 
ways and inevitably pushed down the dead line." He denounced 
as "manifest humbug" the idea that tinkering with property or 
changing forms of government could do any good so long as every 
social improvement was "expended in increased and unchecked 
propagation." 

Even the collectivist enemies of individualists like Sumner and 
Holmes agreed with them, for the most part, on the population issue. 
Edward Bellamy, for example, discovered a close connection be- 
tween poverty on the one hand and prolificity, on the other. He 
reversed Malthus, however, in regarding the former as the cause 
of the latter. Where poverty and squalor abound, he wrote, human 
beings multiply like rabbits, while in proportion as the economic 
level of a class is raised its prolificity declines. 30 

Other social planners, notably Simon Patten and Edward Als- 
worth Ross, espoused a kind of Neo-Malthusianism based upon the 
assumption that man should control his rate of increase to avoid the 
disadvantages of overpopulation, in the same way that he should 
control every other important aspect of his social and economic life. 
The former ridiculed the old religious imperative to increase and 
multiply and the insistence of rulers and priests that men should 
blindly obey it. 37 At the end of World War I, Ross exulted over the 
fact that the proportion of children among Americans had fallen by 
25 per cent in forty years. What did this mean, he asked, but a sign 
of release "release of women from the 'home' sphere, of wives from 
the yoke of husbands," of married couples from the demand for con- 
tinuous child-rearing? The alacrity with which the masses were 
repudiating the old shibboleths was to him a symbol of "hope for 
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a Golden Age when the specter of overpopulation will be laid for- 
ever." His interest in this consummation was both social and eco- 
nomic. He thought that a falling birth rate in the modern age might 
have economic results for the common people comparable to those 
of the Black Death. The great epidemic of the fourteenth century, 
by decimating the population, so "enhanced a man's worth that 
serfdom came to an end/' 38 



THE SALT OF THE EARTH 

It goes without saying that Americans who have applauded the 
growth of their nation have been interested not merely in mounting 
numbers. The deprecators of "race suicide/' for instance, from 
Theodore Roosevelt to Madison Grant, have not been disturbed by 
falling birth rates in general but by a disproportionate decline of 
births among the "better classes." Some of the opposition to birth 
control has also been fathered by the belief that it would be used 
chiefly by the educated and more provident elements, and that the 
ignorant and shiftless would continue their spawning as recklessly 
as ever. 

But the deepest concern over the quality of the population has 
probably sprung from the agrarians. It is commonly believed that 
the tone of agrarianism in America was set by Jefferson. Soon after 
the adoption of the Constitution he expressed to James Madison his 
conviction that the nation would continue to be virtuous as long as 
agriculture remained its "principal object." When Americans got 
piled upon one another in large cities, as people were in Europe, 
they would become corrupted and start "eating one another" after 
the manner of Europeans. Shortly before, in his "Notes on the State 
of Virginia/' he had been even more emphatic. The "chosen people 
of God," he declared, are "those who labor in the earth." Corruption 
of morals in the mass of cultivators is a phenomenon of which no 
age or nation had yet furnished an example. Generally speaking, the 
proportion which the number of nonagriculturists in any state bears 
to the number of fanners is "the proportion of its unsound to its 
healthy parts." He hoped, therefore, that he should never see 
America's citizens "occupied at a work-bench or twirling a distaff." 
It was better to let the workshops remain in Europe and not run 
the risk of transforming a large part of our own population into 
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urban proletarians, tarnished by "subservience and venality/' The 
mobs of great cities contributed about as much to the support of 
pure government "as sores do to the strength of the human body." 

But Jefferson was not always so zealous a votary of the agrarian 
life. In his first annual message as President he referred to agricul- 
ture, manufactures, commerce, and navigation as "the four pillars 
of our prosperity." Eight years later he described the embargo laws 
as having promoted the desirable result of "an equilibrium" among 
agriculture, manufactures, and commerce, and of having simplified 
"our foreign concerns to the exchange only of that surplus which 
we cannot consume for those articles of reasonable comfort and 
convenience which we cannot produce/' 3B By 1816 he was almost 
as much of an economic nationalist as Hamilton. The reason he 
gave for reversing his earlier position was the British and French 
depredations upon American commerce which had led to the War 
of 1812. The two nations most distinguished for science and civili- 
zation had covered "earth and sea with robberies and piracies, de- 
spoiled the United States of a thousand ships, enslaved her citizens, 
and completely excluded her commerce from the ocean/* She was 
left with no alternative but to "place the manufacturer beside the 
agriculturist." To be independent for the comforts of life, she must 
fabricate them herself. He who would recommend otherwise must 
be for reducing her citizens to dependence on foreign nations or 
for living like wild beasts in dens and caverns. The former President 
considered the encouragement of manufacturing the only course 
for the immediate future. Subsequent events, though, might dictate 
a different policy; "for in so complicated a science as political econ- 
omy," no one axiom could be accepted as wise and practicable for 
all circumstances. 40 

Jefferson, of course, was only one of a number of early Americans 
who, at one time or another, were apostles of an agrarian economy. 
Madison also despised large cities and acclaimed the toilers in the 
earth as "the best basis of public liberty and the strongest bulwark 
of public safety/' At the age of twenty-one he wrote that "imperti- 
nent fops . . . breed in towns and populous places as naturally as 
flies do in the shambles/' It is not the rural population, he averred, 
that furnishes inmates for the Bridewells and Bedlams. 41 Yet in his 
later career he appeared to feel that a well-rounded economic life 
was essential to national strength and safety, and he advocated 
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protective tariffs to enable manufacturing to keep pace with the 
growth of agriculture and commerce. He seemed to have visions of 
a national self-sufficiency in which the manufactures of the North 
would complement the agriculture of the South. Moreover, he was 
disturbed by the prospect of a time when it would be difficult to 
find export markets for American agricultural products. He repeat- 
edly adverted to the fact that foreign and domestic markets alike 
were glutted with the products of the soil, and he feared that this 
condition would become worse unless surplus labor in this country 
could be diverted into manufacturing. 42 In short, like Jefferson, he 
saw no solution except in the adoption of measures of self-suffi- 
ciency very similar to those recommended by Hamilton. 

With the exception of Hamilton, and of Jefferson and Madison 
in their later years, there were few political thinkers from the 
American Revolution to the Populist Revolt who did not idolize the 
American farmer and his way of life. Benjamin Franklin enumer- 
ated three ways by which nations acquire wealth. The first, he said, 
is by war, "which is robbery." The second, by commerce, "which is 
usually cheating." And the third, by agriculture, "the only honest 

Brush dams are a simple but effective means of checking erosion resulting 
from wasteful farming and destruction of forests. In this scene in California's 
Keswick Watersheds, willow cuttings will now grow in the eroded gullies. 
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way, wherein man receives a real increase of the seed thrown into 
the ground, in a kind of continual miracle, wrought by the hand of 
God in his favor, as a reward for his innocent life and his virtuous 
industry/' 43 For Emerson, there was something peculiarly whole- 
some in the life of a man "who by real cunning extorts from nature 
its sceptre." From his viewpoint a sturdy lad from New Hampshire 
or Vermont was "worth a hundred of these city dolls/' 44 In the 
opinion of Henry Clay and Andrew Jackson, agriculture was of such 
transcendent importance that commerce and industry deserved the 
attention of government only insofar as they increased the value of 
agricultural production. 45 The irrepressible agitator Wendell Phil- 
lips regarded cities as a noisome blight on the republic. They were 
"nests of great vices" and victims of some hidden disease. Modern 
civilization simply could not tolerate such cesspools of iniquity. 4 * 

Not until the great era of railroad building and industrialization 
had been under way for several decades did any notable American 
place industry and agriculture, or the worker and the farmer, on 
a plane of equality. Grover Cleveland seems to have been one of 
the first to adopt this attitude. In 1888 he told the participants in 
the annual picnic of the Pennsylvania Grange that the farmers were 
the most stable support of the nation's prosperity and the most re- 
liable source of its greatness and strength. But the following year 
he informed the New York Chamber of Commerce that the "busi- 
ness of a country" was its life blood, and that those directly or in- 
directly connected with it were the best of all citizens. He quickly 
explained that by business he did not mean the "selfish scurry and 
sordid clutching after wealth which we see about us every day/' 
Instead, he was referring to the "active, strong impulse which, 
starting from important centers, steadily permeates the entire land, 
giving to our tradesmen, everywhere, healthy prosperity, to our 
toilers remunerative labor, and to our homes comfort and content- 
ment. . . /' This was the type of activity which the people loved 
to recognize as proof of the value of their free institutions. If his 
rhetoric meant anything, it meant that he considered the great cor- 
porations as major benefactors of the American people. 

Fortunately, some of Cleveland's contemporaries regarded the 
interests of the working classes more benevolently. During the cam- 
paign of 1896, William Jennings Bryan declared the farmers and 
the laboring men to be the "foundation of society." "Upon this foun- 
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dation," he said, "the commercial classes rest, and the financier acts 
as a sort of roof over the structure." The roof might be taken off 
and another put on in its place, "but you cannot destroy the founda- 
tion without destroying the whole building." 4T 

Long after industry, commerce, and finance had gained a pre- 
dominance in the American economy, and even after a majority of 
the people had abandoned the farms and villages for urban living, 
philosophers and publicists continued to proclaim the nobility of 
agriculture and those who took part in it as the guardians of civic 
virtue. As President, Theodore Roosevelt hailed the farming folk as 
the backbone of the nation and asserted that "the permanent great- 
ness of any state must ultimately depend more upon the character 
of its country population than upon anything else." 48 The views of 
Woodrow Wilson were not dissimilar. The vitality of America, he 
declared at the peak of the Progressive movement, does not lie in 
her great cities, Instead, it is to be found in "the brains, the energies, 
the enterprise of the people throughout the land ... in the wealth 
they extract from nature and originate themselves." In proportion 
as America's self-contained towns and her countrysides were "happy 
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and hopeful," the nation would realize the "high ambitions which 
have marked her in the eyes of the world/' 4!l It is generally recog- 
nized that the early New Deal, which owed considerable to the 
Progressivism of both Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt, also had a 
strong agrarian flavor. Franklin D. Roosevelt liked to think of him- 
self as an enlightened squire and probably did more for the farmers 
of America than all of his predecessors in the White House since 
the beginning of the century. The agrarian philosophy of the New 
Deal, however, was chiefly the work of Henry Wallace and Rexford 
G. Tugwell. 

As a practitioner of scientific agriculture and a member of a long 
line of editors of farm journals, Henry Wallace had a realistic re- 
spect for fanners of America as the most active group in the quest 
for economic democracy. He did not argue that this was because 
they were more intelligent, more virtuous, or more courageous than 
other classes. Rather it was because they had "suffered more/* and 
because they still lived in "the simpler and plainer environment 
wherein this democracy was born." But Wallace was no partisan 
of peasant agriculture or of the hard-scrabble family farm. He ad- 
mitted that "way-of-life" farmers deserved recognition. In spite of 
a miserable standard of living, their contact with the earth "kept 
them human beings" at a time when industrial capitalism was 
exerting a dehumanizing effect upon all its workers and upon many 
who distributed its wares. But "way-of-life" farming was something 
out of the past. The future belonged to the commercial farmers, 
who were "coming closer and closer in their thinking to the busi- 
ness men in the towns." Only through the development of scientific 
and mechanized agriculture on farms large enough to produce a 
substantial cash income could the farmers of America obtain their 
share in the good things that city life affords. 50 

Wallace's erudite Under-Secretary of Agriculture Rexford G. 
Tugwell probably agreed with his chief in most of his agrarian theo- 
ries. At any rate, he was bold enough to tell the New York State 
Bankers Association in 1934 that "intelligent use of the land is the 
first criterion of any civilization." The country that neglects the soil 
and the interests of its cultivators as the ultimate source of its 
wealth, he added, is paving the road to decay. 51 

Our study of ideas about land and resources reveals a vision of 
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America destined to be a beacon to the world because of the mag- 
nificence of her material endowments. God must have intended that 
it be so, for He conferred no such blessings upon any other nation. 
Here were soil, minerals, and forests enough to sustain the popula- 
tion of the globe. Yet a mere handful of venturesome immigrants 
were invited as guests to so lavish a banquet. They were given, 
moreover, an invigorating climate to stimulate their ambition to 
make the most of their new opportunities. What theory could be 
more logical than the supposition that an all-wise Providence had 
chosen these people and set them apart for an exalted purpose? 
Perhaps it was His will that they should expand and conquer and 
become rulers over many nations. It would at least be their mission 
to create an example that would bring light and healing to the rest 
of mankind. 

That American thinkers would draw identical conclusions from 
the geographic phenomena of their country would be more than 
anyone should expect. For some its insular location was a source of 
protection and a haven for the growth of democracy. For others it 
was the foundation of empire. For Jefferson its vast expanse was a 
safeguard against the dangers of overpopulation. For Woodrow 
Wilson it was the basis of bold conceptions and elevated views. The 
very size of the country, he believed, somehow exalted the thoughts 
of the people who inhabited it. To a small number of our molders 
of opinion the hope of America is to be found in her wealth of 
mineral resources, providing the basis of a flourishing industry. To 
the vast majority, however, predestined greatness has always had 
its roots in the soil. They have seen in the virtue and self-reliance 
of the independent farmer the elixir of life for the nation. But de- 
spite these conflicts of opinion, one underlying assumption has re- 
tained the fixity of a polar star: The American territory has been 
endowed by nature or by some higher power with geographic fea- 
tures which give to the people who inhabit it exceptional advan- 
tages in fulfilling their mission of democracy and liberty. 

NOTES TO CHAPTER THREE 

1. J. C. Hamilton, ed., The Works of Alexander Hamilton (New York: J. F. 
Trow, 1850-51), VII, 152-53. 

2. The Federalist, Modern Library ed. (New York: Random House, n.d.), 

No. 41. 



The Promised Land 87 

3. The Republic (New York: The Viking Press, 1943), pp. 149-50. 

4. "Weapon of Freedom," Life, IX (October 28, 1940), 45, 110, 112; "The 
Rivalry of Nations," Atlantic Monthly, CLXXXI (February, 1948), 18. 

5. The Young Man and the World (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1905), 
pp, 339-40. 

6. Parke Godwin, ed., The Prose Writings of William Cullen Bryant (New 
York: D. Appleton and Co., 1884), II, 376. 

7. Essays, First Series (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1876), II, 213-14. 

8. Complete Lectures (Philadelphia: David McKay Co., 1935), pp. 29-30. 

9. Frederic Bancroft, ed., Speeches, Correspondence and Political Papers of 
Carl Schurz (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1913), II, 81-83, 89. 

10. The Question of the Philippines (Palo Alto, Calif.: John J. Valentine, 
1899), pp. 24-25; The Heredity of Richard Roe (Boston: American Uni- 
tarian Assoc., 1911), pp. 127-29; Imperial Democracy (New York: D. 
Appleton and Co., 1899), pp. 44-45. 

11. C. F. Adams, ed., The Works of John Adams, Second President of the 
United States (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1856), VII, 246. 

12. Jared Sparks, Life of Gouverneur Morris (Boston: Gray and Bower, 1832), 
III, 144. 

13. Albert E. Bergh, ed., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson (Washington: 
Thomas Jefferson Memorial Assoc., 1907), IX, 299-300. 

14. Ibid., XI, 2. 

15. Progress and Poverty, Modern Library ed. (New York: Random House, 
n.d), p. 390. 

16. Albert G. Keller, ed., Earth-Hunger and Other Essays (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1913), pp. 42-43; Albert G. Keller, ed., War and Other 
Essays (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1913), pp. 324-25. 

17. Orations and Speeches on Various Occasions (Boston: Little, Brown and 
Co., 1870), I, 27-28. 

18. The New Era or the Coming Kingdom (New York: The Baker and Taylor 
Co., 1893), p. 74. 

19. Division and Reunion, 1829-1889 (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 
1893), pp. 3-4; R. S. Baker and W. E. Dodd, eds., College and State 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, ca. 1925), p. 406; R. S. Baker and 
W. E. Dodd, eds., The New Democracy (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
ca. 1926), I, 56. 

20. Absentee Ownership and Business Enterprise in Recent Times (New York: 
The Viking Press, 1923), pp. 119-65. 

21. New Frontiers (New York: Reynal and Hitchcock, 1934), pp. 7, 87. 

22. Gifford Rnchot, Breaking New Ground (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
Co., 1947), p. 24. 

23. Ibid., pp. 368-69. 

24. C. F. Adams, ed., Works, VIII, 385. 

25. American Political Ideas, Viewed from the Standpoint of Universal History 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1911), pp. 123-24. 

26. Principles of Social Science (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1868), 
I, 311; III, 313. 

27. Progress and Poverty, Modern Library ed., pp. 131, 143, 146-47. 

28. The American Choice (New York: Reynal and Hitchcock, 1940), pp. 
43-46. (Quoted by permission of Harcourt, Brace and Company.) 



88 The Promised Land 

29. E. W. Emerson and W. E. Forks, eds., The Journals of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1909-14), VIII, 316. 

30. Speeches, Lectures and Letters, Second Series (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 
1905), pp. 145-46. 

31. Work and Habits (Philadelphia: Henry Altemus Co., 1908), pp. 94-95. 

32. Baker and Dodd, eds., The New Democracy, I, 194, 299-305, 318. 

33. Vital Speeches, Vol. XIII, No. 19 (July 15, 1947). 

34. Letters and Other Writings of James Madison, Published by Order of 
Congress (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1865), III, 74, 102, 209-10, 
577; IV, 30. 

35. Folkways (New York: Ginn and Co., 1906), pp. 162-63, 194. 

36. Equality (New York: D. Appleton-Century Co., 1934), p. 411. 

37. The New Basis of Civilization (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1907), 
p. 76. 

38. Changing America (New York: The Century Co., 1919), pp. 10-11. 

39. Saul K. Padover, ed., The Complete Jefferson (New York: Duell, Sloan 
and Pearce, 1943), p. 557. 

40. Ibid., 374-75. 

41. Letters, Cong, ed., IV, 476; Gaillard Hunt, ed., The Writings of James 
Madison (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1900), I, 12; National Gazette, 
March 8, 1792. 

42. Letters, Cong, ed., IV, 567; III, 170-71; IV, 264-65. 

43. John Bigelow, ed., The Complete Works of Benjamin Franklin (New York: 
G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1887), IV, 19. 

44. Essays, First Series, II, 75. 

45. Calvin Colton, ed., The Works of Henry Clay (New York: Henry Clay 
Publishing Co., 1897), V, 263; F. N. Thorpe, The Statesmanship of Andrew 
Jackson As Told in His Writings and Speeches (New York: The Tandy- 
Thomas Co., 1909), p. 47. 

46. Speeches, Lectures and Letters, First Series (Boston: Lothrop, Lee and 
Shepard Co., 1891), p. 496; Ibid., Second Series, pp. 163-64. 

47. The First Battle (Chicago: W. B. Conkey Co., 1896), p. 360. 

48. E. E. Morison, ed., The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt (Cambridge: Har- 
vard University Press, 1951-54), VI, 1225; E. E. Morison, ed., The Works 
of Theodore Roosevelt (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1925), XVIII, 
176. 

49. The New Freedom (New York: Doubleday, Page and Co., 1913), pp. 
289-90. 

50. New Frontiers, p. 137; The Price of Freedom (Washington: The National 
Home Library Foundation, 1940), p. 9; Technology, Corporations and the 
General Welfare (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1937), 
p. 25. 

51. The Battle for Democracy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1935), 
pp. 238-39. 



Chapter Four 

Democracy and Mission 
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r t has long been assumed that if America were to fulfill her 
dream of liberating and renewing the world she must set 
an example within her own borders of free and enlightened institu- 
tions. Indeed, most of her leaders have taken it for granted that 
such an objective was long since accomplished. They have looked 
upon free government, for example, as almost an American patent. 
In 1792 Madison wrote that in Europe charters of liberty had been 
granted by power. America had set the example of "charters of 
power granted by liberty." This revolution in the practice of the 
world he thought should be pronounced "the most triumphant 
epoch of its history, and the most consoling presage of its happi- 
ness/' 1 A half -century later Theodore Parker declared that the 
American government, in nation, state, and town, was "an original 
thing/* The parts, he admitted, were old, but the organism which 
represented the parts in combination was the "most original thing" 
that could be found "in the political history of the world for many 
an age." To illustrate, he referred to the fact that the idea of the 
sacredness of man had germinated in the bosom of the e?~ly Chris- 
tian, but without enough force to prevent Paul from justifying 
slavery. Only in America could the doctrine come to full fruition. 
Here a new nation "could develop the idea into institutions, and 
ultimately found an empire on the proposition that 'all men are 
created equal and endowed by their Creator with certain unalien- 
able rights/ " 2 

According to James Wilson, the principle of representation in 
government was "altogether unknown to the ancients," and even 
the British recognized it only to a limited extent, for they applied 
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it neither to the executive, nor to the judiciary, nor to the House 
of Lords. To America was "reserved the glory and the happiness of 
diffusing this vital principle throughout the constituent parts of 
government." * Jefferson seemed almost willing to share the credit 
for representative government with a number of modern nations, 
but he ended by describing the achievement in such terms as would 
fit the facts in his own country exclusively. In a letter to A. Coray, 
in 1823, he wrote that "modern times have the signal advantage" 
of having discovered the only device by which the rights of man 
can be secured, "to wit: government of the people, acting not in 
person, but by representatives chosen by themselves, that is to say, 
by every man of ripe years and sane mind, who either contributes 
by his purse or person to the support of his country." A few years 
later Edward Everett added the weight of his learning and orotund 
phrasing to the same idea. It was no contribution from British 
sources, he declared, that gave the Thirteen Colonies their repre- 
sentative assemblies. They were established by the ingenuity of 
the colonists themselves, on the model of boards of directors of 
trading corporations. Thus without benefit of charter provisions or 
fine-spun theories of philosophical statesmen, the resourceful col- 
onists, "in a simple, unpretending manner, introduced to the world 
the greatest discovery in political science." 4 

The passage of time did not diminish the regard of Americans for 
their form of government or their self-esteem for having originated 
it. William H. Seward hailed the establishment of the republic of 
the United States as "the most important secular event in the his- 
tory of the human race." 5 Contemplating the wonders of the Ameri- 
can system and the prosperity it had vouchsafed to the country, 
Daniel Webster was moved to pronounce it "a Divine interposition 
in our behalf." 6 In 1842 Lincoln conveyed to the Springfield Tem- 
perance Society his pride in the "political revolution of 76." It gave 
rise, he said, to a governmental system which provided a degree of 
freedom far exceeding that of any other nation of the earth. The 
spirit that animated it would eventually "grow and expand into the 
universal liberty of mankind." About fifty years kter Grover Cleve- 
land enjoined the Commercial Club of Providence, Rhode Island, 
to reverence their government "as the perfect work of the highest 
patriotism"; to love it "as the fountainhead of their national life"; 
to have "confidence in its justice and equality"; and to have "pride 
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in its ownership and management." The final phrase was perhaps 
not too indelicate, since the year was 1891 and the speaker was not 
then in the White House. 

Not only did Americans claim credit for having invented the 
most perfect system of government on earth, but they also prided 
themselves upon having originated constitutionalism. It was a corn- 




Democracy at work. A town meeting in Vermont. Standard Oil Co, (N. /,) 

mon doctrine at the beginning of the nation's history that America 
occupied a place of unusual distinction in being the only country 
governed under a constitution. James Wilson seems to have fathered 
the thesis. In the Pennsylvania ratifying convention of 1788, he 
argued that Britain, in reality, had no constitution. The so-called 
British Constitution was simply the will of Parliament. "To control 
the power and conduct of the legislature, by an overruling constitu- 
tion, was an improvement in the science and practice of government 
reserved to the American states." 7 
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The same theory was echoed by Thomas Paine in his Rights of 
Man. Defying Edmund Burke to produce the British "Constitution," 
Paine sought to clinch his contention by insisting that a constitu- 
tion has a "real existence, and wherever it cannot be produced in a 
visible form, there is none." He defined a constitution as "a thing 
antecedent to a Government.** The government, he said, is only the 
creature of a constitution, not its creator. 8 Although Jefferson found 
defects in the Constitution as it came from the Philadelphia Con- 
vention, he expressed himself a few years later as willing to revere 
it for incorporating the "collected wisdom of our country." He 
would even consider it competent "to render our fellow citizens the 
happiest and the securest on whom the sun has ever shone." u John 
Adams esteemed the new instrument so highly that he urged his 
fellow citizens to fall on their knees "in gratitude to heaven" for 
having destined them to live under its aegis. Nowhere in the world 
was power so nicely balanced, the press so free, or the laws so nearly 
supreme. 10 

Until comparatively recent times, the march of the years did not 
lessen the veneration of Americans for their Constitution. Emerson 
praised it as "the hope of the world." " Webster described it as the 
most glorious instrument of a free government with which it had 
pleased Providence, "in any age, to bless any of the nations of the 
earth." He regarded it, in fact, as "complete and perfect" and de- 
nounced attempts to amend it as almost the equivalent of treason. 
The duty of the citizen was to be content with it in its existing form 
and to resist all proposals for change from whatever quarter they 
might come. 12 As a member of Congress, Abraham Lincoln voiced 
much the same sentiments. He admonished his colleagues in the 
House in 1848 not to get into the habit of amending the Constitu- 
tion. It was better to leave it untouched, in a form as close to the 
original as possible. The men who made ft had done their work, 
and who would presume to improve upon it? If Webster, Lincoln, 
and their predecessors venerated the Constitution, the attitude of 
Grover Cleveland was one of idolatry. Speaking at the centennial 
of its adoption, in 1887, he admonished his countrymen to revere 
their Constitution as an Ark of the Covenant, and to take upon 
themselves the solemn duty of shielding it "from impious hands." 
It had been found sufficient in the past, he asserted, and he doubted 
not that it would be fully adequate for the indefinite future. 
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Dramatic events in the early twentieth century made the first 
important breach in the wall of constitutional idolatry. The first was 
the annexation of the Philippine Islands and the subjugation of the 
natives to American rule. Statesmen who approved these projects 
soon found the letter of the Constitution ill adapted to the ends 
they hoped to accomplish. The Bill of Rights, for example, and 
guaranties against suspension of habeas corpus could not be easily 
extended to jungle-dwellers but little removed from the Stone Age. 
As a consequence, a tendency developed to refer to the "spirit" of 
the Constitution and to draw a distinction between its "formal" and 
its "fundamental" provisions. 

One of the foremost exponents of such views was the polished 
Senator and rabid imperialist from Indiana, Albert J. Beveridge. 
He characterized the nation's fundamental law as better than any 
other yet conceived," but he refused to regard it as divine, and he 
insisted that anyone who wished to change it should be allowed 
to state his views. More significant, he justified overriding the Con- 
stitution when it stood in the path of great national objectives. The 
security of our citizens, the security of our "island wards/* and the 
security of liberty, he wrote, are not in the written word of the Con- 
stitution alone but also in our institutions, "which are the Spirit of 
the Constitution." The secret of American success is the willingness 
of the nation to look the facts squarely in the face, regardless of 
maxims and theories and even of "the letter of the Constitution 
itself when it stood in the way." 13 

A more important influence in promoting a realistic approach to 
the Constitution was the Progressive movement. In 1907 J. Allen 
Smith, of the University of Washington, published his Spirit of 
American Government, which deeply interested Theodore Roose- 
velt, Robert M. LaFollette, and other noted Progressives. Smith 
attempted to prove the undemocratic character of the original Con- 
stitution, castigating the Fathers for their doctrines of checks and 
balances and judicial review and especially for their concern with 
the protection of property. Six years later the substance of this book 
became the basis of Charles A. Beard's Economic Interpretation of 
the Constitution. 

But long before Smith and Beard published their theories, the 
man who was destined to make the most successful application of 
Progressive doctrines had adopted a cool, analytical view of the 



94 Democracy and Mission 

Constitution. In 1889 while a professor at Wesleyan University, 
Woodrow Wilson spoke at the centennial of the inauguration of 
George Washington. Chiding his hearers for being too prone to 
worship the past, the future apostle of the New Freedom asserted 
that the genius of America lay not in the forms but in the essence 
of her institutions. "We are not great in popular government," he 
said, "because we invented written constitutions; for we did not 
invent them. . . . We are great because of what we perfected and 
fulfilled," and such real achievements are not found in legal docu- 
ments. On the eve of his nomination for President in 1912, he in- 
formed the celebrants at a Jefferson Day banquet that constitu- 
tions do not create liberty. "They are not the condition of our 
liberty but its expression." He considered the Constitution of the 
United States superior to that of Great Britain only in being more 
definite and more difficult to amend. There could be no doubt at 
any time as to the main intent of the American Constitution, But 
much of the British Constitution did not even have the support of 
a common statute. It could be "interpreted or understood in half a 
dozen different ways, and amended by prevalent understanding." 
But according to Wilson, this did not make the English less free 
than the Americans, only less secure. 14 

One other component of the American political system impressed 
some observers as a marvelous invention. This was federalism. 
Madison, who was one of its principal originators, described it as 
"essential to the complete success of republicanism in any form." ir> 
John Fiske denominated federalism "the finest specimen of con- 
structive statesmanship" the world had ever seen. It alone made it 
possible for the affairs of a great people, spreading over a vast conti- 
nent, to be kept in a condition of permanent peace. But Fiske con- 
ceived for it an even grander mission. He saw no reason why the 
entire human race should not constitute one great federation, each 
little group managing its local affairs independently, but relegating 
all questions of international concern to the decision of a central 
tribunal. He looked forward to the time when it would be possible 
"to speak of the UNITED STATES as stretching from pole to pole, or, 
with Tennyson, to celebrate the "parliament of man and the federa- 
tion of the world/ " 1H 

Despite his general disdain for political forms and mechanisms, 
Woodrow Wilson was also ready to boast of federalism as an Ameri- 
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can achievement. Never before had any nation given to popular 
liberty "the scope of empire." Democracy for the ancient Greeks 
and for the "snug Swiss cantons'* had received no more than a nar- 
row, local application. Through federalism the American republic 
had bestowed upon liberty its highest confirmation: the extension 
of its principles over an entire continent. 17 

WHAT DEMOCRACY MEANT TO THE FATHERS 

The founders of our political system left little doubt as to what 
they meant by democracy. For the most part they conceived it as 
rule by the people directly, in contradistinction to popular rule 
through representatives. But most of them thought of it also as a 
synonym for the sovereignty of the masses or the supremacy of the 
majority. Defined in either sense, it was viewed by nearly all of 
them in a distinctly unfavorable light. 

Madison, for example, as chief architect of the Constitution and 
author of the most notable essays of the Federalist, left such a 
legacy of hostility to the rule of the masses that he appeared to 
many in later times as virtually a prophet of oligarchy. To his credit 
it must be said that after the new government was established, he 
fought for the Bill of Rights, condemned the Alien and Sedition 
Acts, and sought to limit judicial review to a defense of the pre- 
rogatives of the Court against encroachments by Congress and the 
Executive. But shortly before, during, and immediately after the 
Federal Convention he seldom referred to the rule of the majority 
except to condemn it. In 1786 he wrote to James Monroe that no 
maxim was more contemptible than "the current one that the in- 
terest of the majority is the political standard of right and wrong/' 
It could only lead to the supremacy of the vicious principle that 
force is the measure of right. He urged his colleagues in the Con- 
stitutional Convention to adopt long terms of office for members 
of the national legislature, in order that they might have the requi- 
site firmness and independence to "intervene against impetuous 
counsels." In addition, he advocated a Presidential veto, to be over- 
ridden only by a three-fourths vote in both houses of Congress. 
In Number 52 of the Federalist, which he claimed to have written, 
he referred to the tendency of all single assemblies to yield to sud- 
den and violent impulses "and to be seduced by factious leaders 
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into intemperate and pernicious resolutions." He warned the coun- 
try also against the "symptoms of a levelling spirit" which had 
already appeared and advised the establishment of an agency in 
the government "sufficiently respectable for wisdom and virtue" to 
counterbalance the ambitions of the mob. Even after his retirement 
from public life he occasionally returned to the idea of a proletarian 
majority menacing the rights of the minority. The time would come, 
he cautioned, when the majority of the citizens would be without 
property, and without much hope of obtaining it. Class conflict 
would then develop, and the rights of the minority of landholders 
would be in danger. 18 

The antidemocratic proclivities of Alexander Hamilton are almost 
too well known to require comment. True, he recommended man- 
hood suffrage, and he opposed slavery. But in the Federal Conven- 
tion of 1787 he acknowledged himself no friend even of republican 
government. In presenting his plan for a federal union to the con- 
vention, he lavished praise upon the British system. He thought the 
House of Lords "a most noble institution." As for the executive, 
the "English model was the only good one on this subject." Only a 
monarch could be considered as above the danger of being cor- 
rupted from abroad. But since the American people were deter- 
mined to have a republic, let the executive at least be chosen for 
life. Senators also should hold their places for life, or, at the mini- 
mum, during good behavior. The convention should go as far in 
the direction of stability and permanency as republican principles 
would permit. He saw nothing antithetical to free government in 
life terms for public officials. As long as the magistrates were ap- 
pointed, and vacancies filled, by the people, or by a process of 
election originating with the people, the government was still a 
republic. In the Federalist, Hamilton wrote of the operation of 
government in terms unflattering to men in the mass. When great 
numbers of them got together, passion never failed "to wrest the 
sceptre from reason." If every Athenian citizen had been a Socrates, 
the Athenian assembly "would still have been a mob." The reason 
for this, he argued, was that regard for reputation had less effect 
when the shame of misconduct was divided among a number than 
when it fell singly upon one. Moreover, a spirit of faction, which is 
likely to infect all bodies of men, will often plunge their members 
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into "improprieties and excesses, for which they would blush in a 
private capacity." 1!> 

By common conviction Jefferson is regarded as the most demo- 
cratic of American statesmen in the early history of the republic. 
It is universally agreed that he deserves everlasting renown for his 
success in overthrowing such relics of aristocracy as primogeniture 
and entails, for his efforts to extend the suffrage, for his defense of 
intellectual and political freedom, and for his opposition to slavery. 
He has been somewhat less enthusiastically acclaimed for his con- 
demnation of judicial oligarchy, his praise for the spirit of rebellion, 
his opposition to militarism and to government by force, and his 
demand for periodic referenda on constitutions and laws. All of 
these elements would have to be included in any broad ideal of 
democracy. 

Yet Jefferson cannot be fitted to the Procrustean bed of the 
majority-rule democrat. In his first inaugural address he reminded 
his followers that "though the will of the majority is to prevail in 
all cases, that will, to be rightful, must be reasonable; that the 
minority possess their equal rights, which equal laws must protect, 
and to violate which would be oppression/' Much earlier he wrote 
in his "Notes on Virginia" that "an elective despotism was not the 
government we fought for, but one which should not only be 
founded on free principles, but in which the powers of government 
should be so divided and balanced among several bodies of magis- 
tracy, as that no one could transcend their legal limits, without 
being effectually checked and restrained by the others/' - 

Two other documents seem especially significant in explaining 
Jefferson's views on democracy: his letters of December 20, 1787, 
and October 28, 1813, to James Madison and John Adams, respec- 
tively. In the first, Jefferson set forth his attitude toward the new 
Constitution, adopted during his absence in France. He liked it 
because of the compromise of the claims of the large and small 
states, the control over taxation given to the lower house, the pro- 
vision for direct election of members of the lower house, the sub- 
stitution of voting by persons for voting by states, and the organi- 
zation of the government into legislative, executive, and judicial 
branches. There were only two features he disliked: the omission 
of a Bill of Rights and absence of the principle of rotation in office 
for the President. He said nothing about indirect election of the 
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President, choice of the Senators by state legislatures, or any of the 
provisions for the protection of the interests of the propertied and 
creditor classes. 

In his letter to John Adams, Jefferson committed himself to the 
support of a "natural aristocracy of virtue and talent." This type of 
aristocracy he declared "the most precious gift of nature, for the 
instruction, the trusts, and government of society." "May we not 
even say," he went on, "that that form of government is the best, 
which provides the most effectually for a pure selection of these 
natural aristoi into the offices of government?" He made it clear 
that he would delegate the function of selection to the people them- 
selves. They would separate the wheat from the chaff and, most of 
the time, succeed in making a proper choice of "the really good 
and wise." In some instances wealth might corrupt them and an- 
cestry blind them; "but not in sufficient degree to endanger the 
society." It should be noted also that he envisaged an extensive 
system of public education as an accompaniment of this natural 
aristocracy. The ordinary citizens would need instruction to select 
their rulers wisely. And education of a higher order would be 
necessary for the training of talented youth whom the people might 
eventually choose for the work of governing. 

In the popular mind of today Jefferson's political philosophy was 
distinguished by "boundless faith in the masses" and by confidence 
in the wisdom of majorities. Some of his expressions do seem to 
comport with such views. In his famous letter of 1813 to Samuel 
Kercheval he avowed himself "not among those who fear the peo- 
ple. They, and not the rich," he maintained, "are our dependence 
for continued freedom." He urged that all public officers, including 
the judges, be chosen by popular vote, by "every man who fights 
or pays/' He proposed also that the counties be divided into wards, 
"of such size as that every citizen can attend, when called on, and 
act in person." 

But against such assertions must be placed his regard for the 
farmers as the chosen of God, and his contempt for "the class of 
artificers as the panders of vice, and the instruments by which the 
liberties of a country are generally overturned." 21 He would appar- 
ently have had no more confidence in the rootless mobs of present- 
day cities than he had in the tycoons of industry and finance of his 
own time. It should not be forgotten either that Jefferson was a 
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disciple of Locke. As such, he believed in limited government and 
endorsed the idea of divided sovereignty, with the powers of the 
legislature restricted to enforcement of the law of nature. He ap- 
proved also of the system of checks and balances, including the 
executive veto; and while his theory of judicial review was not so 
broad as that of Hamilton, he nevertheless accorded to the judiciary 
the right to nullify laws, at least those necessary for protecting the 
coordinate status of the three branches of the government. He 
argued, in addition, that one of the chief reasons for desiring a 
Bill of Rights was the "legal check" it would put into the hands of 
the judiciary." 

We may conclude, then, by way of summary, that the Fathers 
had a conception of democracy different in many respects from 
that which prevails at present. Much of what we think of as democ- 
racy they denominated republicanism. The latter term meant to 
most of them stability above everything else. Madison thought that 
the chief need in every government was security against "fluctuat- 
ing and undigested laws." Hamilton contended that "inconstancy 
and mutability in the laws" was the chief blemish of popular rule. 
He would give praise to "every institution calculated to restrain the 
excess of law-making and to keep things in the same state in which 
they happen to be at any given period." aa Even James Wilson, with 
all his affection for popular sovereignty, informed the Pennsylvania 
ratifying convention that "in order to give permanency, stability, 
and security to any government," he conceived it of "essential im- 
portance that its legislature should be restrained; and that there 
should not only be what we call a passive, but an active power over 
it; for of all kinds of despotism this is the most dreadful, and the 
most difficult to be corrected/' 24 

It was this passion for stability which dictated a large proportion 
of the components of the new governmental system: the executive 
veto, the division of Congress into two houses, judicial review, the 
aristocratic Senate, the Electoral College, and the whole elaborate 
system of checks and balances. The purpose was not merely to curb 
the rash and impulsive actions of the masses but, as Madison ex- 
plained it, to banish unwholesome economic activity and create a 
favorable environment for the man of prudence and industry. 
Unsteady and capricious government gave an advantage to the 
"moneyed few," the shrewd and enterprising speculators, who were 
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always eager to gamble on changing trends. It worked to the detri- 
ment of the conservative, industrious farmer, artisan, or small busi- 
nessman by denying him the rewards of perseverance, thrift, and 
useful labor. 25 

By republicanism the Fathers also meant universal manhood suf- 
frage, the subordination of the military to the civil authority, oppo- 
sition to hereditary privilege, representative government, a federal 
system, and the sovereignty of law. Each of the last three requires 
a word of comment. Madison regarded representative government 
as so valuable an invention that he thought it might well happen 
"that the public voice, pronounced by the representatives of the 
people, will be more consonant to the public good than if pro- 
nounced by the people themselves, convened for the purpose/* 20 
Hamilton affirmed that the welfare of the people could be ade- 
quately protected by representatives as few in number as the five 
ephors of Sparta or the three tribunes of Rome. In fact, he believed 
that the smaller the number the greater their capacity for wise de- 
liberation. 27 The marvelous achievement of a federal system meant 
to the Fathers an arrangement under which the sovereignty origi- 
nally held by the people in the states was divided, with a portion 
being given to the central government, a portion to the governments 
of the states, and the remainder reserved by the people. As a re- 
sult, both the central government and the governments of the states 
became truly sovereign authorities, each in its own sphere, with 
power to act upon individuals. This feature made the United States 
a real state in the juridical sense, as contrasted with the union under 
the Articles of Confederation, which was a mere league of states. 

Especially characteristic of republicanism as the Fathers con- 
ceived it was the principle of the sovereignty or supremacy of law. 
Stemming from the teachings of such revered philosophers as Sir 
Edward Coke, James Harrington, and John Locke, it assumed the 
existence of a higher law beyond the enactments of legislatures and 
the decrees of magistrates. Much of this higher law was contained 
in the Constitution, but it was embodied also in certain vague prin- 
ciples of absolute justice and eternal right commonly regarded as 
the law of nature. To maintain and enforce the higher law was the 
special responsibility of the courts. Such had already been done 
when a number of colonial courts declared the Stamp Act uncon- 
stitutional and directed that it need not be obeyed. Many of the 
Fathers believed that the same principle should operate under the 
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new Constitution. Madison, for example, informed the Convention 
that a statute "violating a constitution established by the people 
themselves would be considered by the judges as null and void/ 7 
In defending the Bill of Rights as a member of the First Congress, 
he declared that the courts would "consider themselves in a peculiar 
manner the guardians of those rights." 2S 

James Wilson and Alexander Hamilton sponsored a still broader 
interpretation of the higher law. The former avowed that the power 
of judges to declare laws unconstitutional was not enough. "Laws 
may be unjust," he argued, "may be unwise, may be dangerous, 
may be destructive; and yet not be so unconstitutional as to justify 
the judges in refusing to give them effect." He wanted to make the 
judges members, with the executive, of a council of revision, in 
order that they might lend the weight of their learned opinions in 
"counteracting the improper views of the legislature." 20 Hamilton 
expressed a similar view in Number 78 of the Federalist. He de- 
clared that the power of the judicial veto should extend, not merely 
to "infractions of the Constitution," but to invasions of private 
rights of the citizen "by unjust and partial laws/* Perhaps he was 
thinking of property rights primarily, but the principle was suscep- 
tible of logical extension to any of the unalienable rights supposed 
to be derived from the law of nature. 



THE EVOLUTION OF THE DEMOCRATIC IDEAL 

One of the most surprising facts about the history of democracy 
in the United States since Jefferson's time is the dearth of emphasis 
upon absolute popular sovereignty. The idea that the majority has 
an unlimited right to rule, or that the voice of the people is the 
voice of God, has seldom found expression in the writings of those 
who have molded our ideology. Even during the age of Jackson, 
when the doctrine was supposed to have been regnant, few men 
of prominence avowed it. Emerson referred to frontier democracy 
as "that ill thing, vain and loud, which writes lying newspapers, 
spouts at caucuses, and sells its lies for gold." 30 The only equality 
among men he would recognize was the presence in all of them of 
the divine Reason. Even William Leggett, editor of the New York 
Evening Past and the Plaindealer and spokesman for the "mechan- 
ics" and small merchants, affirmed his belief in majority rule only 
to the "extent of the moral maxim that it is the duty of the majority 
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A national convention, an American contribution to the democratic process. 
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so to govern as to preserve inviolate the equal rights of all" He 
hoped that rulers would "confine the interference of legislation to 
the fewest possible objects, compatible with the preservation of 
social order." 81 It would almost seem that the only prominent indi- 
vidual of the Jacksonian era who ever paid more than lip service 
to the idea of majority supremacy was Chief Justice Roger B. Taney. 
In helping to decide such cases as City of New York v. Miln, and 
Charles River Bridge Co. o, Warren Bridge Co., he held fast to the 
principle that the people, through their representatives, have the 
right to take steps for the protection of their health, safety, and 
welfare, even though the interests of individual persons may some- 
times be infringed. 

To find vigorous champions of democracy in the sense of major- 
ity rule it seems necessary to come down to the middle decades of 
the nineteenth century. One of its most voluble apostles of this time 
was Wendell Phillips. Most of the opponents of slavery appealed 
to a higher law of justice and right to bolster their arguments. Not 
so Phillips, He had a sublime faith in the moral judgment of the 
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people to correct a wrong if their noble instincts were allowed free 
exercise. "The people never err," he told the Massachusetts Anti- 
slavery Society in 1852. "The voice of the people is the voice of 
God." He hastened to add that he did not mean the people of any 
particular day or week. No single verdict of the masses could pro- 
vide a definitive solution. But the people in the long run always 
judge and determine rightly. According to Phillips, their wisdom 
and virtue greatly exceed those of their leaders. "The accumulated 
intellect of the masses," he said, "is greater than the heaviest brain 
God ever gave to a single man." The race would be better off with- 
out its leaders, who often turn out to be "dried mummies of dead 
intellects," too heavy to be dragged forward. 3 - 

Even more passionately than Wendell Phillips, the "Good Gray 
Poet" of Leaves of Grass and Democratic Vistas glorified the aver- 
age man and applauded the rule of the masses. For Walt Whitman 
the leading men of America were "not of much account" and never 
had been, but the average of the people was "immense, beyond all 
history." When he did acclaim a leader, it was someone like Lincoln, 
whom he regarded as the supreme incarnation of the mass char- 
acter. He eulogized even Grant, who, with no more genius than 
the average fanner or mechanic, commanded armies of a million 
men, ruled the nation for eight years, and then retired and toured 
the world with a cigar in his mouth "as phlegmatically as he ever 
walk'd the portico of a Missouri hotel after dinner." Whitman 
thought this an epic worthy of Plutarch. How those old Greeks, 
he exclaimed, would have seized upon Grant! 

Nothing seemed to gratify Whitman more than evidences of the 
solidarity and collective zeal of the masses. The great effort of the 
people of the North during the Civil War was to him an august 
spectacle, which justified the proudest claims and wildest hopes 
of democracy. He profoundly admired the alacrity with which the 
"peaceablest and most good-natured race in the world" sprang "at 
the first tap of the drum, to arms not for gain, nor even glory, nor 
to repel invasion but for an emblem, a mere abstraction for the 
life, the safety of the flag." The docility and obedience of the sol- 
diers in confronting the hopelessness, mismanagement, terror, and 
incredible suffering of the war conveyed to him eloquent testimony 
of the invincible greatness of the common people. He saluted the 
masses also for what he considered their wisdom and competence 
in choosing their rulers. In his judgment the "sublimest part of 
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political history" was a national political campaign and its culmina- 
tion in a national election. The actions of average Americans listen- 
ing to their candidates, standing off and observing them, and "al- 
ways giving, finally, the fit, exactly due reward" impressed him as 
a grand and dramatic exhibition of the success of democracy. 33 

The heyday of democracy conceived as the absolute sovereignty 
of the people was the period of Populism and Progressivism from 
about 1890 to the early 1920's. This was the age when it was confi- 
dently assumed that the cure for the ills of democracy was more 
democracy. It was a period of sublime faith in ingenious devices to 
transfer control over government from the bosses and party ma- 
chines to the people themselves. Such was the motivation for the 
direct election of United States Senators, the initiative, referendum, 
and recall, the direct primary, the short ballot, and most of the 
movements for reform of municipal government. Typical of the 
leaders who personified the agitation for such doctrines were Wil- 
liam Jennings Bryan and Robert M. LaFollette. 

Bryan maintained early in his career that the people of the United 
States had sufficient patriotism and intelligence to pass judgment on 
every question that had ever arisen or that ever would arise. The 
great political issues, he argued, were essentially moral issues, and 
who could doubt the capacity of the people to decide between 
right and wrong? In the autumn of his life he took a stand in the 
Scopes evolution trial which proved that he had not departed one 
iota from his earlier conviction. As an attorney for the prosecution, 
he argued that a teacher is a representative and an employee of the 
people, and is required to act as his employers dictate. "A man can- 
not demand a salary," he pontificated, "for saying what his em- 
ployers do not want said/' 34 

Although part of a broader and more discerning philosophy, 
LaFollette's ideas on the sovereignty of the people did not differ 
markedly from those of Bryan. The Wisconsin Senator decided 
early that the rule of the people, with all its faults and shortcom- 
ings, in the final analysis provided better government than was at- 
tainable by any other system. In a letter to his constituents in 1910 
he affirmed his confidence in their intelligence and patriotism, and 
declared that "the common, average judgment of the community 
is always wise, rational and trustworthy." He hoped to see the 
people clothed with the largest power to say the final word on both 
public officers and public issues. To achieve this it would be neces- 
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sary to abolish caucuses and conventions, to substitute nomination 
by direct primary, to throw the full light of publicity on conduct in 
office, and to reorganize government to make it more truly respon- 
sive to majority opinion/'" But in at least one respect the theory of 
LaFollette differed from the dogmas of Bryan. The Wisconsin Pro- 
gressive recognized the need for expert counsel to enable repre- 
sentatives to legislate the people's will intelligently. Accordingly, 
he sponsored a Legislative Reference Bureau and fact-finding com- 
missions and advocated the use of the resources of the state univer- 
sity in pointing the need for economic and social reform. 

The decline of the Progressive movement in the 1920's and the 
descent of America into the slough of depression brought a re- 
examination of the nature and possibilities of democracy. The result 
was a series of new interpretations more profound and comprehen- 
sive than any that had appeared hitherto. Pre-eminent among them 
was the theory of John Dewey. In the mind of the Columbia phi- 
losopher, democracy meant primarily the antithesis of aristocracy. 
He regarded it, in fact, as almost synonymous with equality. He 
did not for a minute maintain that human beings are equally en- 
dowed with innate ability, but he held it to be part of the demo- 
cratic creed that intelligence is sufficiently general to enable each 
individual to contribute something. He conceived of democracy 
also as requiring democratic means as well as democratic ends. 
Such elements as universal suffrage, frequent elections, and respon- 
sibility to constituents, he maintained, are important, not as ends 
in themselves, but as factors "expedient for realizing democracy as 
the truly human way of living." They rest upon the conviction that 
"no man or limited set of men is wise enough or good enough to 
rule others without their consent." They are important, moreover, 
for their educative value. They force a recognition of common 
interests. They involve consultation and discussion, which generally 
contribute to enlargement of views and to clarification of issues. 
Finally, according to Dewey, democracy embodies the idea of ex- 
periment. Its meaning must be continually explored afresh. "It has 
to be constantly discovered and rediscovered, remade and reorgan- 
ized." And the institutions in which it is embodied have to be re- 
built to meet the changes that are taking place in the development 
of new needs of the citizens. 30 

The monumental events of the New Deal, World War II, and the 
"cold war" against Russia also necessitated some extensive revisions 
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of the democratic ideal. As architect of the New Deal, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt sought to emphasize the strength and adequacy of demo- 
cratic government to solve the problems of the hour. In his second 
inaugural address he affirmed his conviction that democracy had 
the "innate capacity to protect its people against disasters once con- 
sidered inevitable." No matter what storms assailed, he never wa- 
vered in his robust optimism. With dictatorship riding the crest of 
the wave in Europe, he hailed democracy in his third inaugural as 
"the most humane, the most advanced, and in the end the most un- 
conquerable of all forms of human society/' At the height of the 
great struggle against Germany and Japan he declared the "power 
of the American people expressed through the free ballot" to be the 
"surest protection against the weakening of our democracy by 'regi- 
mentation' or by any alien doctrines." 3T 

But democracy for Roosevelt was not a mere matter of universal 
suffrage and free expression of the popular will. He insisted that it 
must also be a positive force in the daily lives of the people. It must 
make the ordinary citizen feel that it really cares for his security. 
It must be "an affirmative, up-to-date system," never adopting a 
defeatist attitude. In the midst of tense and dangerous situations it 
would save itself with the average man and woman only by "proving 
itself worth saving." 3 * In other words, it must provide not merely 
for political but for economic needs. If men are forced to choose be- 
tween liberty and bread, they will choose bread. The real reason for 
the collapse of democracy in several European countries was not 
that the people disliked democracy but because they had "grown 
tired of unemployment and insecurity and of seeing their children 
hungry." 3) Although the New Deal President maintained that dem- 
ocratic government could accomplish everything necessary to pre- 
serve the balance of economic justice and eradicate oppression with- 
out impairing any of the liberties guaranteed by the Constitution, 
he showed little interest in the sovereignty of law. What he ardently 
desired was effective government, and he was not impressed by the 
supposed sanctity of any legal obstacles that stood in the way. In 
common with John Dewey, he refused to recognize any rigid prin- 
ciples binding upon government in all circumstances. No President 
went further in justifying experiment and expediency as cardinal 
political policies. 

The function of interpreting democracy to the American people 
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during World War II was performed not so much by President 
Roosevelt as by his Vice-President, Henry Wallace. Wallace con- 
ceived of democracy partly as an element of the welfare state and 
partly as a defense of the dignity and rights of the individual. Under 
the former he included economic democracy, which he defined as 
the "promotion of a stable but ascending general welfare by increas- 
ing the productivity of the people and distributing the income as 
evenly as possible without destroying incentives." Concern for the 
social welfare also necessitated ethnic democracy, or equality of 
opportunity for the different races and minority groups. Wallace 
contended that Soviet Russia had gone further in this direction than 
any other nationso far, in fact, that she had much to teach Anglo- 
Saxons. The latter had persisted too long in an attitude of superiority 
toward other races. Britons and Americans had not sunk to the 
"lunatic level" of the Nazis, but they had sinned enough to cost 
them "the blood of tens of thousands of precious lives." 

A final ingredient in social democracy, as Wallace conceived it, 
was education. He accepted the principle of majority rule, but only 
on the premise that the people should have the opportunity to in- 
form themselves as to the facts. Here again he believed that Soviet 
Russia could hold a mirror to much of the rest of the world. For 
generations the Russian people had had a great hunger to learn to 
read and write. When Lenin and Stalin gave them the opportunity, 
they changed in twenty years from a nation with "ninety per cent" 
illiteracy to a nation in which "nearly ninety per cent" were able to 
read and write. If Russia could continue her educational progress 
at the same rate, in another twenty years she would surpass the 
United States. 40 

But democracy for Wallace was inseparable from the Bill of 
Rights and the idea of the sacredness of the individual personality. 
With the Nazi hordes rampaging through Europe and imposing their 
brutal dominion upon weaker nations, he insisted that the demo- 
cratic body of faith must honor the right of the individual to use the 
motive power within him for the full attainment of whatever "great 
and glorious conception" his mind had developed. He spoke also 
for "tolerance and humor in recognizing the right of all men to be 
different"; for freedom of speech, press, art, science, and religion; 
for "stability, order, and the avoidance of violence, bloodshed, and 
anarchy"; and for a "joyous faith in a progressive future based on 
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the intelligent and constructive efforts of all the people to serve the 
general welfare." He affirmed his belief that the unlimited possibili- 
ties of both man and nature could be realized if those who were 
talented in science, art, and religion would "approach the unknown 
reverentially" and not under the compulsion of glorifying some par- 
ticular despot, race, or nation. 41 In none of his wartime writings did 
he show evidence of perceiving any conflict between his lofty ideals 
of individualism and his admiration for the "democracy" of Russia. 
Perhaps he was deceived by the propaganda of the Soviets or the 
paper guarantees in their constitution. Possibly he assumed that 
Communist tyranny was a mere excrescence that would be worn 
away with the passage of time and the achievement of a stable, 
productive economy/ 

The beginning of the "cold war" in 1947 required some reorienta- 
tion of the democratic ideal. No longer could Russia be praised as 
the shining exemplar of economic justice or as the gallant defender 
of the rights of minorities. Although President Truman had pro- 
fessed a liking for "Old Joe" after meeting him at the Potsdam Con- 
ference, he soon took a position in the vanguard of those who were 
denouncing the Soviet dictator and his minions as the incarnation 
of everything Satanic. But as a preacher of democracy, he voiced 
sentiments almost identical with those of his predecessors. He ex- 
tolled the Bill of Rights as the "most important part of the Constitu- 
tion." He declared that "unless citizens have rights against the gov- 
ernment, no one can be safe or secure." The history of the Fascist, 
Nazi, and Soviet tyrannies, he said, had shown us how vital and 
necessary these guarantees are. The unrestrained use of force by 
government, he went on, "is just as great a danger to human progress 
now as it was ages ago." But in common with Roosevelt and Wal- 
lace, he did not consider that protection of individual rights ex- 
hausted the purposes of democracy. It must also be a "vitalizing 
force to stir the peoples of the world, not only against their human 
oppressors, but also against their ancient enemies hunger, misery, 
and despair." 42 

DOUBTS AND MISGIVINGS 

If we review the whole history of the country, America has had 
almost as many critics of democracy as stalwart defenders. In 
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colonial times, with the exception of a few notables like John Wise, 
Thomas Hooker, and Roger Williams, proponents of the ideal were 
nonexistent. Most of the founders of our national system had so 
strong a distrust of popular rule that they can scarcely be regarded 
as democrats in the modern sense. Since their time, the number of 
advocates of at least limited popular sovereignty has increased, but 
among them are several who had grave doubts, on occasions, of the 
merits of the system in actual practice. Woodrow Wilson, for ex- 
ample, referred to democracy as "the clumsiest form of government 
in the world." 43 During World War I, Senator LaFollette became so 
disgusted with the surrender by Congress of the authority and 
responsibility committed to it by the Constitution that he declared 
that the "soul of representative democracy" had been destroyed. 
The government was no longer a government "by the people for the 
benefit of the people," but a government "dominated in every de- 
partment by wealth, primarily to increase the profits of wealth." 44 
The most trenchant critics of democracy in the United States 
since the early 1800's can be divided into three categories. That of 
first significance perhaps would include the advocates of intellectual 
aristocracy. Articulate among these, after the time of Jefferson, were 
Emerson, Edwin L. Godkin, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., but 
none of them went far in developing their aristocratic postulates. 
The first of the major philosophers of intellectual aristocracy was 
William Graham Sumner. Although he never condemned democracy 
as an evil, Sumner denied its importance and questioned its ade- 
quacy for the changing times. Conceiving it as almost synonymous 
with equality, he regarded it as a natural and inevitable product of 
the infancy of the nation when land was abundant and cheap. But 
he branded it as inadequate for the nation that was growing up. He 
did not see how, in an old country, it could be "anything but a short 
road to Caesarism." He denied that democracy had ever done any- 
thing, in politics, in social affairs, or in industry, "to prove its power 
to bless mankind." All great achievements, he argued, are made by 
the elite of the race. The masses provide little but muscle power. 
In every community those who carry on the work of society are 
those who "use reflection and forethought, and exercise industry and 
self-control." Therefore the dogma that all men are equal is the 
most flagitious falsehood and the most immoral doctrine ever propa- 
gated. It means that the man who has shirked or neglected his 
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responsibilities is as good as the man who has honored and observed 
them, and it thereby "takes away all sense from the teachings of the 
moralists/' Truth, wisdom, and righteousness can be attained only 
by painstaking, study, and striving. These things are so difficult 
that it is only the few who achieve them. "These few carry on human 
society as they always have done." 45 

Equally influential among the advocates of intellectual aristocracy, 
although less truculent and dogmatic, was William James. In fact, 
his ideas were so loosely expressed that it is difficult to determine 
what types he had in mind for an intellectual elite. He had a firm 
conviction that genius should rule, but he was undiscriminating in 
his preferences for different embodiments of genius. A Bismarck or 
a Napoleon seemed to him as worthy of esteem as a Jeremy Bentham 
or a John Stuart Mill. It was the great men and not the common 
people who determined the course of history. What would have 
been the future development of the British Empire, he asked, if 
Robert Clive had shot himself, as he tried to do at Madras? If Bis- 
marck had died in his cradle, "the Germans would still be satisfied 
with appearing to themselves as a race of spectacled Gelehrten and 
political herbivora." For ordinary individuals to gain either virtue 
or wisdom, someone must be there to teach them some Rembrandt 
to show them the struggle of light with darkness, some Wagner to 
teach them to enjoy musical effects, some Emerson to kindle a 
moral fire within them. As with individuals, so with nations. If 
shown a particular way, a nation may take it; if not shown, "it will 
never find it." Some nations have advanced more rapidly than others 
solely because of genius. Great epochs of civilization can be ac- 
counted for by an "exceptional concourse of genius" within a limited 
time. Mankind does nothing except through the initiative of leaders, 
great and small, and "imitation by the rest of us." Individuals of 
genius point the way, and set the patterns, which ordinary folk 
then adopt and follow. The problem of democracy, therefore, can 
be reduced to a simple question: What kinds of men are going to 
be charged with the responsibility of giving the cue to the masses? 46 

A second category of severe critics of democracy comprises the 
contemporary advocates of limited government. They propose not 
merely a few ordinary restrictions, like checks and balances, but 
such stringent limitations as practically to make the rule of the 
people impossible. Typical of the exponents of such views are Peter 
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Viereck, Russell Kirk, Eric Voegelin, and Walter Lippmann in the 
more recent formulations of his philosophy. The first three have 
attracted attention lately as prophets of a New Conservatism based 
upon a worship of tradition, a distrust of human nature, and a con- 
tempt for democracy as the enthronement of incompetence. 

As early as 1922 Walter Lippmann in Public Opinion began cast- 
ing aspersions upon the common man. The mass man, he alleged, 
is a victim of "stereotypes," of mental pictures grotesquely distorted 

"Don't Expect Me To Get This Real Accurate, Bub." From the Herblock 
Book (Beacon Press) 




Democracy and Mission 113 

by advertisers, journalists, and demagogues. This attitude was re- 
affirmed and elaborated about fifteen years later in the Good So- 
ciety, with its references to "the sovereign but incompetent people." 
But the most emphatic assertion of such doctrine is to be found in 
Lippmann s most recent book, The Public Philosophy. The title re- 
fers to a supposed objective order of law and tradition embodied in 
Magna Charta, the Bill of Rights of 1689, the Declaration of Inde- 
pendence, the first ten amendments of our Constitution, and certain 
"traditions of civility" that have guided men of reason and integrity 
through the ages. The public philosophy, according to Lippmann, 
should actually govern. Both the people directly and their elected 
representatives are incompetent. They are too intimately concerned 
with the needs of the hour and with the placation of selfish interests. 
Someone, however, must apply the public philosophy. The official 
best fitted for this is the executive. He alone has the wisdom and 
patriotism to discern the welfare of the entire state. He embodies, 
as in Burke's conception, the interests, not simply of the people now 
living, but of those who lived in the past and of those yet unborn. 
He is "honor bound not to consider himself as the agent of his elec- 
tors." How wide a gulf separates this doctrine from the faith of the 
Fathers in representative government and the separation of powers 
as a cure for the defects of democracy should be readily apparent. 

Finally, the opponents of democracy in the United States must be 
taken to include the advocates of minority government. Obviously, 
the members of this group are related to the intellectual aristocrats, 
since any form of rule by the few is minority government. But the 
writers now under consideration are men who developed special 
theories to control or counteract the supremacy of the majority. 
John Fiske, for example, relied upon the independence of the execu- 
tive, the judicial veto, and the checks and balances and other mecha- 
nisms of the Constitution to prevent the majority from using its 
power "tyrannically and unscrupulously, as it is always tempted to 
do." 4T Francis Lieber described the majority as "an unorganic multi- 
tude," addicted to impulsive actions. The true friend of freedom, 
he asserted, knows that the majority may err, and he has the right 
and the duty to try to convince them of their error, and "to bring 
about a different set of laws." 4S 

The most elaborate theory of minority government was that of 
John C. Calhoun. The dour and implacable nullificationist denied 
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that governments based upon majority rule could preserve their 
liberty even for a single generation. The history of all had been the 
same: "violence, injustice, and anarchy succeeded by the govern- 
ment of one, or a few, under which the people seek refuge from the 
more oppressive despotism of the many." The appropriate remedy 
was to provide for a representation of interests, with a veto power 
accorded to each. Calhoun called this the "concurrent majority," but 
in actuality it would be the will of the minority that would generally 
prevail since every interest would have a negative on a proposed 
action. The South Carolina statesman contended that the require- 
ment of unanimity would promote a spirit of compromise and con- 
ciliation, but how such a result could be expected from conflicts 
over explosive issues like slavery and the tariff he never made clear. 
There was perhaps more validity to his argument that the concur- 
rent majority would improve the quality of statesmanship, since 
each competing interest would have the incentive to choose as its 
representatives men "whose wisdom, patriotism, and weight of 
character would command the confidence" of the other interests. 49 



DEMOCRACY AND THE REIGN OF LAW 

Through most of American history the reigning concept of democ- 
racy as an ideal has not been that of unlimited popular sovereignty 
but of majority rule subject to the restrictions of a higher law. Such 
was the conception of the Fathers, and of Emerson, Channing, and 
most of the Jacksonians. Such, with a vengeance, was the doctrine 
of Thoreau and William Lloyd Garrison. The former exalted the 
moral law and the law of conscience above all political enactments 
and declared a single individual in the right more worthy of alle- 
giance than an overwhelming majority in the wrong. Garrison pro- 
claimed the standard that "that which is not just is not law, and 
that which is not law should not be in force." For him the Declara- 
tion of Independence came close to being an epitome of perfect 
justice. He publicly burned the Constitution of the United States as 
"a covenant with death and an agreement with hell." Similar in his 
basic assumptions but less radical in his conclusions was Abraham 
Lincoln. He also made the Declaration of Independence a part of 
the fundamental law of the nation. An underlying principle of his 
philosophy, moreover, was the existence of an absolute, unchange- 
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able moral law. If he sometimes departed from this in dealing with 
opponents of the war, it was because he regarded the Union he 
was fighting to preserve as no ordinary political system but as one 
founded upon justice and right. 

The most eloquent statement in Lincoln's time of the ideal of 
democracy under the reign of law came from the man who pro- 
vided Lincoln with some of his slogans. Theodore Parker defined 
democracy as "government over all the people, by all the people, 
and for the sake of all." But he insisted that it must also be "govern- 
ment according to the natural law of God, by the eternal justice to 
which you and I and all of us owe reverence." American democracy, 
he said in another connection, rests on the idea that "the substance 
of manhood, the human nature in which all are alike, is superior to 
any human accident wherein all must differ. Democracy can exist 
only on condition that this human substance is equally respected 
in the greatest and the least. Each man's natural rights are to be 
sacred against the wrongdoing of any other man, or of the whole 
nation of men." 50 

More famous but by no means more cogently expressed than 
the preachments of Parker were those of William H. Seward. Re- 
ferring to the constitutional provision for the return of fugitive 
slaves, Seward declared that "there is a higher law than the Con- 
stitution." All laws governing property and personal rights within 
the states, he insisted, "must be brought to the standard of the laws 
of God, and must be tried by that standard, and must stand or fall 
by it/' 51 

The ideal of the reign of law has meant many other things. Some 
noted Americans have given it the meaning of slavish allegiance to 
every law on the statute books, regardless of its quality. In 1850 
Daniel Webster deplored an increasing spirit of disobedience to 
the laws, and he urged "good men" to resist it. He condemned the 
"still more extravagant notion" that individuals may judge of their 
own rights and duties and determine on the basis of some "higher 
law" which ones they will fight for and observe. Obedience to estab- 
lished government, he avowed, is more than a mere matter of ex- 
pediency; "it is a Christian duty." 52 

As a youthful member of the Illinois legislature, Abraham Lin- 
coln was even more explicit. "Let every American," he exclaimed, 
"every lover of liberty, every well-wisher to his posterity swear by 
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the blood of the Revolution never to violate in the least particular 
the laws of the country, and never to tolerate their violation by 
others ... let every man remember that to violate the law is to 
trample on the blood of his father, and to tear the charter of his 
own and his children's liberty." He hoped that reverence for the 
law would become the "political religion' 7 of the nation, and that 
all manner and classes of men would "sacrifice unceasingly upon its 
altars." Although after the outbreak of the Civil War he praised the 
concept of a higher law of right and justice, while the embers of the 
conflict were still smoldering he apparently adhered to a quite 
opposite view. Rebuking Seward for his proclamation of a higher 
law, he declared that that doctrine, insofar as it encouraged dis- 
obedience to the Constitution, "or to the constitutional laws of the 
country," had his "unqualified condemnation." 53 

The reign of law as a concept of American democracy includes 
one other element of signal importance. This is constitutionalism. 
As an operating principle, constitutionalism involves the supremacy 
of a body of rules constituting a fundamental law binding upon all 
officers and agencies of the government and guaranteeing rights and 
the protection thereof to individuals. It is the opposite of arbitrary 
or despotic government, whether of the few or of the many. Few 
writers caught the spirit of constitutionalism more accurately than 
did Alexander H. Stephens in condemning the arbitrary exercise of 
executive power by Jefferson Davis. Declaring that he would not 
turn on his heel "to exchange one master for another," the Vice- 
President of the Confederacy insisted that constitutions were made 
for war as well as peace. Under none of them could there be any 
such thing as martial law, for martial law "in its proper sense" was 
"nothing but an abrogation of all laws." When the laws were set 
aside, despotism resulted, and no proclamation by the highest officer 
in the land could make it otherwise. 54 

Many years after Stephens' death, John W. Burgess, the most 
eminent political scientist of his day, described constitutionalism 
as "the consciousness of the American people that law must rest 
upon justice and reason," and that a fundamental law is a "more 
ultimate formulation of justice and reason than mere legislative 
acts." 55 Later still, an equally eminent and more critical political 
scientist incorporated in a philosophical dialogue imitating the man- 
ner of Plato a definition of constitutionalism as "the civilian way of 
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living together in the Republic, the way of preserving our liberties 
and the decencies of social intercourse against the frenzies of the 
despotic and violent temper." The author, Charles A. Beard, made 
clear his conviction that constitutionalism is not synonymous with 
the supremacy of the majority. The majority could vote themselves 
a despotism, dangerous to, if not destructive of, individual rights. 
But in doing so they would be waging war upon democracy, in the 
sense of free and enlightened rule. The essence of constitutional 
government is "restraint on power." 5G 

To the majority of articulate Americans, constitutionalism has 
been almost synonymous with judicial review. Such was the prev- 
alent assumption during the post-Revolutionary period, during the 
period of preparation and adoption of the Constitution, and during 
the era of John Marshall. It was even more the prevailing assump- 
tion during the nationalist epoch that followed the Civil War. Po- 
litical theorists and constitutional lawers took it for granted that a 
supreme judicial tribunal must interpret and uphold the funda- 
mental law. To John Fiske it was a truth as simple as the fact of 
evolution that legislatures were prone to violate the Constitution. 
When any of them did so, their laws could be brought before the 
Supreme Court, which would properly annul them and render them 
of no effect. This feature of civil government, he taught, could 
hardly be overrated. It marked a "momentous advance in civiliza- 
tion." 57 

John W. Burgess did not hesitate to call the government of the 
United States an "aristocracy of the robe," the truest aristocracy the 
world had yet produced. His logic was as disarmingly simple as that 
of Fiske: The law must rest upon justice and reason. The Constitu- 
tion is a "more ultimate formulation" of justice and reason than 
ordinary laws. The judiciary is a "better interpreter" of the justice 
and reason embodied in the Constitution than can be said to be true 
of the legislature. Good citizens should therefore be grateful for the 
rule of the courts as the surest guaranty of intelligent and civilized 
government. 58 

It has been noted already that the tendency of Americans to wor- 
ship their Constitution as an Ark of the Covenant began to break 
down soon after the beginning of the twentieth century. A similar 
change occurred with respect to judicial review. The appointment 
of Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., as an Associate Justice of the Supreme 



11 



Democracy and Mission 

Court by Theodore Roosevelt in 1902 foreshadowed an increasing 
popularity of the doctrine of judicial continence, under which the 
Justices themselves are supposed to restrain their tendency to veto 
laws properly enacted, unless in direct and palpable conflict with 
the Constitution. Time and again in his court opinions, Justice 
Holmes affirmed the right of the people through their representa- 
tives to adopt measures necessary to advance their welfare. Though 
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he doubted the wisdom of many of their enactments, he argued that 
progress comes only through trial and error, and that social experi- 
ments "in the insulated chambers afforded by the several States" are 
the best means of obtaining knowledge and experience for the good 
of society. 

In few respects was Holmes either a democrat or a liberal. Though 
he sometimes wrote as if he had faith in the wisdom and virtue of 
the masses, such was not really the case. His philosophy was deeply 
imbued with the cynicism of the Social Darwinists. The law of the 
universe was competition and conflict, a struggle for existence and 
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survival of the fittest. Ideas and projects for social welfare were 
subject to this iron law. Those which emerged victorious in the 
struggle were the ones that would be best for a particular time and 
condition. The others would suffer elimination as ruthless as the 
destruction of summer insects by an autumn frost. Holmes's para- 
mount concern was to make sure that the struggle went on unim- 
peded. For this reason the courts should not interfere with the 
activity of legislatures in experimenting or with the tendency of 
individuals to express unorthodox ideas. But he had almost no 
sympathy with reform and none at all with panaceas or nostrums. 
He scoffed at proposals for tinkering with the economic system, and 
doubted that the condition of the lower classes could be much im- 
proved except by "taking life in hand" and building a better race, 55 ' 

As one would expect, opposition to the judicial veto took a more 
radical form outside the Supreme Court. In 1912 Theodore Roose- 
velt, as candidate for President on the Progressive ticket, advocated 
the recall of judicial decisions. If the courts annulled a law involving 
social issues, the people would have the right in an election to re- 
verse the decision of the court and uphold the law. Ten years later 
Robert M. LaFollette rose in his wrath in the United States Senate 
to condemn "judicial oligarchy." The fundamental question, he said, 
was whether "all progress should be checked by the arbitrary dic- 
tates of five judges." He made no specific proposals for correcting 
the evil, but he seemed to imply that a two-thirds or perhaps a 
three-fourths majority should be required to enable the Court to 
nullify a law. 

The most formidable attack on the power of judicial review 
awaited the advent of the New Deal. In 1935 two of the laws which 
President Roosevelt considered most basic to his program the 
NIRA and the AAA were pronounced unconstitutional by the Su- 
preme Court. The President was stunned and aghast. He denounced 
the Court for throwing the nation back into the "horse and buggy 
age." After several additional defeats, he startled the nation by 
proposing to "reform" the Court in February, 1937. For every justice 
who had reached the age of seventy and refused to retire, a new 
justice would be added to the bench, up to a maximum of six. By 
this means Roosevelt hoped to accomplish an infusion of younger 
blood into the Court to counteract the influence of the aging con- 
servative members appointed by his Republican predecessors. In his 
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message to Congress proposing the reform, the New Deal President 
indicted the judges for rigidity of outlook and indifference to the 
changing times. They were wearing "old glasses, fitted for the needs 
of another generation." Only by the addition of younger men could 
the Court be revitalized and given the resilience necessary to enable 
it to take into account the complicated facts of a revolutionized 
world. 

Roosevelt's scheme for judicial reform brought an avalanche of 
wrath upon his head. He was accused of trying to "pack" the Su- 
preme Court and of plotting to destroy the separation of powers 
and the independence of the judiciary. Newspaper editors, eminent 
lawyers, and conservative deans of law schools denounced him for 
undermining constitutionalism. For some of his opponents the re- 
form proposal could have no other effect than the ultimate destruc- 
tion of republican government. So vehement was the opposition 
that when the bill was presented to the Senate, the Judiciary Com- 
mittee killed it by a vote of 10 to 8. Nevertheless, Roosevelt achieved 
most of the aims of his plan. While the project was still being con- 
sidered, one of the Justices announced his retirement, and his ex- 
ample was soon followed by several others. Within a few years the 
President was able to appoint seven new members to the supreme 
bench. The reconstituted Court proceeded to approve legislative 
measures no less revolutionary than AAA and NIRA. Among them 
were the Social Security Act, the Fair Labor Standards Act, and 
laws providing for a death sentence on public utility holding com- 
panies and prohibiting the use of injunctions in labor disputes. The 
results amounted virtually to a constitutional revolution, but a very 
necessary one from the viewpoint of the President. He regarded the 
effects of his Court plan as "a turning point in our modern history." 
He believed that "unless the Court had changed, or unless some 
quick means had been found" to give the government the power it 
needed to solve the nation's problems, there was "grave doubt" that 
democracy could have survived the crisis "which was bearing down 
upon it from within, to say nothing of the threat against it from 
abroad." 60 

By way of summary it can be said that American thinkers have 
conceived of both the greatness and the destiny of their country 
largely in terms of its democratic institutions. But their conceptions 
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of the meaning of democracy have varied widely. Comparatively 
few have envisaged the ideal in the literal sense of government 
by the masses, directly or through their representatives. Some have 
thought of it as the repudiation of aristocracy or as the embodiment 
of equality. A small number have regarded it as not inconsistent 
with the rule of an intellectual elite chosen by a discriminating citi- 
zenry. Except during the flowering of the Populist and Progressive 
movements, the overwhelming tendency has been to interpret the 
democratic ideal as synonymous with limited popular sovereignty. 
Those adhering to this view have conceded that the majority should 
rule, but only with a due regard for the rights of minorities. 

As a restriction upon popular sovereignty, exponents of democ- 
racy have assumed the existence of a higher law, reigning over all 
and sundry like "a brooding omnipresence in the sky." To embody 
such a law a written constitution, revered almost as a sacred charter, 
has been considered necessary. The homage it has received derives 
not merely from the checks and obstacles it places in the way of 
impetuous majorities, but more especially from its safeguards of 
individual rights. As the shadow of totalitarianism has lengthened, 
more and more emphasis has been given to such elements of free 
government as protection of minorities, the sacredness of the indi- 
vidual, and the importance of safety and security under the reign 
of law. To uphold and foster such values is recognized by an in- 
creasing number of thoughtful Americans as the true mission of our 
republic in a darkening world. 
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Chapter Five 

Freedom and Equality 



Most Americans who believe that their nation has been 
called by Destiny to redeem and enlighten the world 
have assumed that this call bears a close relation to the ideals of 
freedom and equality which are supposed to have characterized the 
republic from the beginning of its history. Both these ideals have 
been regarded as inseparable from democracy, and the former has 
been thought of as virtually a synonym for it. Theodore Roosevelt 
referred to freedom of the individual as the distinguishing principle 
of our American governmental system. He declared it to be quite 
as important to prevent the individual from "being oppressed by 
many men as it is to save him from the tyranny of one." l Much ear- 
lier Daniel Webster identified "American liberty" with representa- 
tive government, the reign of law, and the supremacy of a written 
Constitution, founded upon the authority of the people, and "regu- 
lating and restraining all the powers conferred upon government." 2 
Theodore Parker conceived of love of freedom as the very heart of 
American life. Americans, he said, "have a genius for liberty," and 
this liberty he identified with natural rights, with impatience of 
authority, contempt for tradition, and indifference to precedents. 
He saw his countrymen as rash, restless, forever changing, impatient, 
and addicted to the intensity of life. He thought it significant that, 
alone of all peoples, Americans had added rockers to their chairs 
"because we cannot sit still/' 3 

Perhaps in the whole history of our country no one brought out 
the substantial identity of democracy and freedom more clearly 
than did Justice Louis D. Brandeis in Gilbert v. Minnesota. "The 
right of a citizen of the United States," he said, "to take part . . . 
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in the making of Federal laws and in the conduct of the Govern- 
ment, necessarily includes the right to speak or write about them; 
to endeavor to make his own opinion concerning laws existing or 
contemplated prevail; and, to this end, to teach the truth as he sees 
it." Were this not so, he went on, the right of the people to petition 
the government for a redress of grievances "would be a right totally 
without substance." In a later case the noted jurist reaffirmed his 
views with even greater cogency. The Fathers of the nation, he 
asserted, believed that freedom of thought and discussion are in- 
dispensable means to the discovery and spread of political truth, 
that public discussion is a political duty, and that "the greatest 
menace to freedom is an inert people." They realized that order 
cannot be secured by force alone or by fear of punishment. Believing 
in the power of reason, they held that the path of safety "lies in 
the opportunity to discuss freely supposed grievances and proposed 
remedies." It was one of their profoundest convictions that "the 
fitting remedy for evil counsels is good ones," dispensed through 
the medium of untrammeled debate both inside and outside the 
government. 4 

Our political and intellectual leaders have not only thought of 
liberty as the quintessence of our national being; they have con- 
ceived it as a foundation of greatness. For some it was a source of 
moral and spiritual greatness. As North and South prepared for the 
awful plunge into war, Abraham Lincoln sought to convince an 
audience in Illinois that the strength of the republic lay in the love 
of liberty. "Destroy liberty," he said, "and you have planted the 
seeds of despotism at your own doors. Familiarize yourselves with 
the chains of bondage and you prepare your own limbs to wear 
them." 5 During the same years Carl Schurz, in a letter to a friend, 
rejoiced that in America "anarchy" existed in full bloom. "Here," 
he declared, "are governments but no rulers governors, but they 
are clerks." Yet he saw in this superabundance of liberty the basis 
of nearly all the nation's vitality. The churches, the universities, the 
hospitals, and other charitable institutions springing up wherever 
the need existed owed their origin, in nearly all instances, to the 
"productivity of liberty." They were organized not by the govern- 
ments, as in Europe, but by the spontaneous enterprise of private 
individuals. The very possibility of doing something inspired a 
desire to do it. r> 
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On the eve of another great ordeal of battle Woodrow Wilson 
made devotion to liberty the key to the preservation of the soul of 
Americawith a suggestion that if she saved her soul, she might 
reap some material benefits also to sweeten the spiritual morsel. 
He declared that he "would rather belong to a poor nation that 
was free than to a rich nation that had ceased to be in love with 
liberty." "But we shall not be poor," he continued, "if we love liberty, 
because the nation that loves liberty truly sets every man free to 
do his best and be his best, and that means the release of all the 
splendid energies of a great people who think for themselves/' 7 

Other statesmen and publicists have proclaimed unequivocally 
their faith in liberty as the basis of material greatness. Robert G. 
Ingersoll wished that the signers of the Declaration of Independ- 
ence could see what a century of freedom had produced "the fields 
we cultivate, the rivers we navigate, the railroads running over the 
Alleghenies, far into what was then the unknown forest, on over the 
broad prairies, away over the mountains of the West, to the Golden 
Gate of the Pacific/* s That quite a few people were deprived of 
their liberty and even of their lives as a result of the extension of 
these grandiose projects was of no moment to him. Some of our con- 
temporary prophets have also paid homage to freedom as the source 
of material splendors. Herbert Hoover described in flowing meta- 
phor the "garden of Liberty, which produces fine blossoms of enter- 
prise and invention/' He admitted that a few weeds of economic 
abuse might also be found there, but he argued that it was better 
to extirpate them "than to lose the whole garden through the blight 
of tyranny" and thereby destroy forever the hope of increased pros- 
perity. 9 

THE MEANING OF FREEDOM 

It seems to be an axiom of history that as a society increases in 
complexity its ideal of liberty undergoes a progressive constriction. 
To be sure, in some overripe or decadent societies, as in France 
before the Revolution, a considerable measure of freedom may exist 
on sufferance. But such cases are exceptions resulting from the 
indifference of rulers intent upon luxury and self-indulgence. In 
America the characteristic pattern of a gradual whittling away at 
the borders of freedom has been the rule. 
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The founders of the nation reverenced liberty as the most valu- 
able of man's enjoyments. Even Hamilton described it as "the great- 
est of terrestrial blessings." He was convinced that the "whole hu- 
man race is entitled to it; and that it can be wrested from no part of 
them without the blackest and most aggravated guilt." 10 As every 
schoolboy knows, Jefferson bracketed liberty with life and the pur- 
suit of happiness as an inalienable right of man; what is not so well 
known is that he sometimes substituted "property" for the pursuit 
of happiness, as in his message to the General Assembly of Virginia, 
February 16, 1809. So profound was his concern for liberty that he 
once raised the question whether the condition of the American 
Indians, without any government at all, was not the most desirable. 11 
Madison's opposition to a Bill of Rights in the Constitutional Con- 
vention is sometimes taken to mean that he cared little about free- 
dom. But such a view is not consistent with the facts. His attitude 
did not spring from indifference to liberty, but from a desire to 
avoid confusion and delay in ratification, and from a concern for 
preventing every possible opportunity for an abuse of power. In the 
Virginia ratifying convention he argued that the inclusion of a 
charter of rights might be dangerous, to the extent that if an im- 
perfect enumeration should be made, some people might draw the 
inference that everything omitted had been given to the general 
government. It is significant that after the new government went 
into operation, Madison became the foremost leader of the move- 
ment to add a Bill of Rights to the Constitution. He even proposed 
to include, along with restrictions upon the national government, 
prohibitions upon the states against violating freedom of conscience 
and the press and against deprivation of jury trial in criminal cases. 12 

Madison and Jefferson had scarcely been gathered to their fathers 
when American pundits began to narrow the concept of liberty in 
various ways. William E. Channing spoke of "moral freedom," which 
was not a "lawless liberty," not freedom from all restraint, but liberty 
united with law. This, he contended, had been the watchword of 
the Revolution, "the grand idea on which all our institutions were 
built." 13 John C. Calhoun went out of his way to heap scorn upon 
Jefferson's idea that liberty is an inalienable right of all men. In- 
stead of being a right, he contended, it is "a reward to be earned, 
not a blessing to be gratuitously lavished on all alike; a reward 
reserved for the intelligent, the patriotic, the virtuous and deserving; 
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and not a boon to be bestowed on a people too ignorant, degraded, 
and vicious to be capable either of appreciating or of enjoying it." 14 
In the opposite camp of northern nationalists interest in hedging 
freedom about with special restrictions was just as intense. Webster 
informed the Charleston Bar in 1847 that liberty was the creature 
of law, "essentially different from that authorized licentiousness that 
trespasses on right." "Liberty," he avowed, "exists in proportion to 
wholesome restraint; the more restraint on others to keep off from 
us, the more liberty we have." 

When it came to professions of devotion to liberty as an ideal, 
perhaps no one was more voluble than President Lincoln. Yet some 
of his applications of the ideal appeared in strange contrast with his 
preachments. In defiance of the Constitution he suspended the writ 
of habeas corpus. He proclaimed martial law in areas far removed 
from the scene of fighting. He authorized his generals to suppress 
newspapers and to imprison their editors without a trial. Of course, 
he justified these actions on the ground that they were necessary 
to preserve a nation which was the citadel of freedom for all man- 
kind. But whether he did not establish some dangerous precedents 
in taking a position above the law and setting the Constitution aside 
in time of emergency is a debatable question. 

Although the Supreme Court, in 1866, sought to restore the Con- 
stitution to its honored place by proclaiming it "a law for rulers and 
people, equally in war and in peace," liberty did not suddenly re- 
cover the inclusive meaning it had had in the early history of the 
nation. Those who would contract it both in its content and its ap- 
plication continued to be active. The tough-minded Yale sociologist 
William Graham Sumner pilloried the romantic notion that liberty 
is a natural, indestructible right. Neither beasts nor savages, he 
declared, possess it, for they have neither the intelligence to under- 
stand it nor the sense of obligation to deserve it. Instead, liberty is 
found only at the summit of civilization, and only those are free 
who have the resources of civilization at their command. Liberty is 
not given to man as a boon from nature; it has to be earned by hard 
and incessant effort. Nature cares no more for the individual human 
being than she does for an animal. She allows either to die with 
complete indifference. To speak of rights emanating from nature 
or from nature's God is supreme folly. Nature does not even grant 
a right to life; as for liberty and happiness, man wins them if he 
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can. The only real liberty that is possible or conceivable on earth 
is a product of law and institutions. 1 " 

Two other philosophically minded Americans in the so-called 
Gilded Age rejected the conception of liberty as freedom from moral 
and legal restraint. Paradoxically, one of these was Walt Whitman, 
commonly thought of as an archindividualist. Whitman described 
liberty as freedom from custom, from social and political convention, 
but, most of all, "a general freedom of One's-Self from the tyrannic 
domination of vices, habits, appetites, under which nearly every 
man of us is enslaved." But he denied that true freedom consists in 
escape from law. In a curious metaphysical fashion, he conceived 
the whole universe as "absolute Law." Only by understanding and 
obeying the laws could one maintain true liberty. Liberty was itself 
the "Law of Laws," the fusion of conscious individual interests with 
the eternal, universal, unconscious principles which run through 
all history, prove immortality, and give moral purpose to the ob- 
jective world. 36 

Whereas Whitman wrote after the manner of a Hindu mystic, his 
younger contemporary, John W. Burgess, derived his inspiration 
from Hegel. "There never was, and there never can be," declared 
the Columbia constitutional theorist, "any liberty upon this earth 
and among human beings outside of state organization." Human 
beings did not begin their earthly existence in possession of liberty. 
They acquired it by becoming civilized and entering upon the ob- 
ligations of political society. "Liberty is as truly a creation of the 
state as is government." And the higher the citizens rise in civiliza- 
tion, the more will the state expand their freedom and through them 
realize its material and also its spiritual destiny. Meanwhile, the 
state alone has authority to define individual liberty, limit its scope, 
and protect its enjoyment. Against that authority, the citizen has 
no defense. The state can give and the state can take away. 17 

Few Americans have made more serious inroads upon the mean- 
ing of liberty than have some who are commonly thought of as 
liberals. Denying that freedom is absolute, they have repudiated the 
Jeffersonian doctrine that government should not interfere with 
freedom of expression until "principles break out into overt acts 
against peace and good order." Justice Holmes declared that the 
right of free speech "would not protect a man in falsely shouting 
fire in a theater and causing a panic" as if a parallel could be 
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drawn between such a harebrained act and the expression of un- 
orthodox opinions. For a surprisingly large number in modern times 
freedom has been put into the category of what is expedient. By 
way of example, Woodrow Wilson advocated giving to agitators 
free rein to shout their ideas from the housetops because "it is 
pent-up feelings that are dangerous, whispered purposes that are 
revolutionary, covert follies that warp and poison the mind." The 
smart way to dispose of a fool, he said, is to encourage him to hire 
a hall and broadcast his folly to all who will listen. "Nothing chills 
nonsense like exposure to the air; nothing dispels folly like its pub- 
lication; nothing so eases the machine as the safety valve/' 1S 

Since World War I the attitude of the Supreme Court in defining 
liberty has also been grounded primarily upon expediency. Free- 
dom has not been regarded as a natural, or even a constitutional 
right, to which man is entitled because he is a human being, but 
rather as something to be granted or withheld, contracted or ex- 
panded, as the conditions of the moment may seem to warrant. To 
be sure, there have been apparent exceptions. Justice Brandeis, at 
times, came close to the view of eighteenth century philosophers 
that liberty is an indestructible right because it is essential to the 
life of reason. Those who won our independence, he pointed out, 
believed that the primary purpose of the state was to give the citi- 
zen freedom to develop his faculties. They prized liberty both as 
an end and as a means. It was an essential ingredient of happiness 
and also the instrument whereby happiness could be gained. They 
believed that unhampered debate of political issues was an indis- 
pensable element of free government, and that public discussion 
ordinarily affords adequate protection against noxious doctrines. 
But he went on to assert that freedom is not absolute. Its exercise 
is subject to restriction if necessary in order to protect the state 
from destruction, or even from serious injury. He did say, however, 
that the danger must be "so imminent that it may befall before 
there is opportunity for full discussion." If there is time to refute 
the falsehood or fallacies by argument, or to combat the evil by 
education, the remedy is more discussion, not silence. "Only an 
emergency," he added, "can justify repression." 10 

Likewise an apparent exception to most of the precedents set by 
the Court was the opinion of Justice Robert H. Jackson in West 
Virginia State Board of Education t;. Baraette in 1943. The Justice 
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declared: "If there is any fixed star in our constitutional constella- 
tion, it is that no official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be 
orthodox in politics, nationalism, religion, or other matters of opin- 
ion or force citizens to confess by word or act their faith therein." 
He asserted also that "freedom to differ is not limited to things that 
do not matter much. . . , The test of its substance is the right to 
differ as to things that touch the heart of the existing order/' De- 
spite this last assertion, the impression lingers that he was referring 
to things that do not matter much. The case grew out of the re- 
fusal of children of Jehovah's Witnesses to salute the flag in the 
public schools. The Witnesses were a small and relatively obscure 
sect, noted for their eccentricities rather than for socially dangerous 
heresies. Refusal of children to salute the flag constituted no grave 
threat to the existing order. What the Justice would have said if 
the sect had been accused of advocating the overthrow of the eco- 
nomic system or of the government by force and violence is another 
question. 

The sovereign basis of the Supreme Court attitude toward liberty 
in the period following World War I was the opinion of Justice 
Holmes in Schenck v. United States. The case involved the con- 
viction of a Socialist agitator for distributing leaflets condemning 
the Conscription Act during World War I. Conscription was ar- 
raigned by the defendant as despotism in its worst form, a mon- 
strous wrong against humanity in the interest of Wall Street, and 
the conscript was held to be little better than a convict. In the 
judgment of Holmes the propagation of such doctrine under the 
circumstances described was a heinous offense. It amounted vir- 
tually to criminal obstruction of the draft. Although no specific 
obstruction could actually be traced to the leaflets, such was their 
tendency and intent. Success was not necessary to make the dis- 
tribution a crime. Freedom of expression, the Justice averred, is not 
absolute but relative. "The question in every case is whether the 
words used are used in such circumstances and are of such a nature 
as to create a clear and present danger that they will bring about 
the substantive evils that Congress has a right to prevent. It is a 
question of proximity and degree." When a nation is at war, many 
things that might be said in calmer times will be regarded as so 
dangerous to its safety and its chances of victory that their utter- 
ance will not be tolerated. In short, it was not the content of the 
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leaflets which made their author liable to punishment; it was rather 
that they were distributed under conditions which gave a reason- 
able and probable prospect of leading to results that Congress had 
defined as criminal. 

The new attitude of the Court received an emphatic reinforce- 
ment from the opinion of Holmes in the Debs case. Debs was con- 
victed of violating the Espionage Act in 1917 and was sentenced 
to ten years in prison. His specific offense consisted in making a 
speech in Canton, Ohio, in which he proclaimed himself a pacifist 
and expressed sympathy for some other Socialists who, he alleged, 
had been unfairly convicted of obstructing the draft. He declared 
his opposition to America's war against Germany because he ab- 
horred all war, and argued that the master class had always made 
a practice of exploiting the common people by forcing them to fight 
its battles. In upholding the conviction of Debs, Holmes said noth- 
ing about the "clear and present danger" test, but he made em- 
phatic his belief that Debs's speech had a natural and probable 
tendency to obstruct recruiting for the armed forces and therefore 
to interfere with the war effort. Although Holmes's opinion was 
severely criticized as a departure from the premises of the Schenck 
case, its author did not consider it such. He wrote to Sir Frederick 
Pollock that he hoped that the President would pardon Debs, but 
only because of his age and poor health and because of the aura of 
martyrdom that was beginning to surround him. He did not for a 
minute concede that the Canton speech was a justifiable exercise 
of freedom of expression in a national emergency. 

That the clear and present danger doctrine of Justice Holmes 
diluted the conception of liberty sanctified by early American tradi- 
tion seems almost indisputable. But its weakening effect was minor 
compared with that of more recent opinions of judges of the highest 
court. In 1951 Chief Justice Vinson, appointed to the supreme bench 
by President Truman, delivered the majority opinion in Dennis 
et al v. United States. The case involved the conviction of eleven 
Communist leaders for conspiring to form a political party and other 
assemblages and groups which would teach and advocate the over- 
throw of the government by force and violence. The defendants 
were not charged with overt acts of force and violence or even with 
conspiracy to commit such acts. Their behavior was exclusively 
verbal. What they had done was to organize people to teach Marxist- 
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Leninist doctrine contained chiefly in four books: The Communist 
Manifesto, History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 
Foundations of Leninism by Stalin, and The State and Revolution 
by Lenin. It was established that the defendants took these books 
as gospel, and since the books themselves preached revolution by 
violence, the Court assumed that anyone urging their use must 
have the intent that everything they contained should be put into 
practice. 

The majority opinion came close, as Justice Douglas pointed out 
in a dissenting opinion, to an argument for thought-control. It would 
result "in probing men's minds for motive and purpose." They 
would become "entangled in the law not for what they did but 
for what they thought" They would be convicted "not for what 
they said but for the purpose for which they said it." The Chief 
Justice argued, however, that the government has the authority to 
protect itself. It must not be required to restrain itself "until the 
putsch is about to be executed, die plans have been laid, and the 
signal is awaited." He deduced from this that it is time for the gov- 
ernment to strike whenever it learns that a group is attempting to 
indoctrinate its members with a revolutionary philosophy and to 
commit them to action when the leaders feel that conditions are 
ripe. In a concurring opinion Robert H. Jackson denied that even 
an individual has the right to teach or advocate the overthrow of 
government by force or violence. He implied that suppression of 
the free speech of anarchists in the late nineteenth century would 
have prevented the Haymarket riots of 1886, the attempted murder 
of Henry Clay Frick in 1892, and the assassination of President 
McKinley in 1901. 

Liberals outside the Court have also contributed to the process 
of attenuating liberty. Chief among them was John Dewey. At the 
end of World War II he took it upon himself to emphasize that 
civil liberties are not absolute but are dependent upon the social 
needs of particular situations. He applauded Holmes and Brandeis 
for placing their defense of liberty, not upon anything inherent in 
the individual, but upon "the indispensable value of free inquiry 
and free discussion to the normal development of the public wel- 
fare." Earlier he had insisted upon a positive definition of freedom, 
rather than the old negative idea of freedom of the individual to 
do as he pleases, provided he does not interfere with the equal right 
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of other individuals to do the same. The basic freedom, he con- 
tended, is that of freedom of mind, together with such freedom of 
action and experience as is necessary to produce freedom of intelli- 
gence. Freedom of speech and of the press are liberties of this 
character. They should be recognized as belonging to individuals, 
not by inherent right, but because the citizen needs them in order 
to develop his potentialities and make his contribution to society. 
Freedom of mind is not produced by the mere absence of restraint. 
It is essentially a matter of education. "It is a product of constant, 
unremitting nurture of right habits of observation and reflection." 
The chief obstacles to its supremacy are taboos, prejudice, intoler- 
ance, and the errors which spring from inadequate knowledge and 
neglect of the scientific method in dealing with social problems. 
The object to be attained by the removal of these obstacles is not 
so much the good of the individual as it is the welfare of the social 
organism to which he belongs. 20 

A few thoughtful liberals of our time have sought to broaden 
liberty, not by repudiating exceptions to it, but by extending it into 
new areas of social purpose. The celebrated Four Freedoms of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt provide a cardinal example. These were con- 
tained in a speech which the President delivered to Congress on 
January 6, 1941. They reflected both his deepening concern for the 
security of America and his growing determination to halt the 
march of fascism. He couched his ideal in international terms that 
is, he appealed for liberty not only in the United States but "every- 
where in the world." The four essential freedoms he declared to be 
freedom of speech and expression, freedom of every person to wor- 
ship God in his own way, freedom from want, and freedom from 
fear. The last two rested exclusively upon an international basis. 
Freedom from want was to be attained by economic agreements 
which would secure to every nation "a healthy peacetime life for 
its inhabitants/' Freedom from fear meant "a world-wide reduction 
of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion" that 
no nation would be able to commit aggression against its neighbors. 

Three years after the Four Freedoms were enunciated, America 
had emerged from a dark Gethsemane in which defeat by the 
forces of fascism was a dire possibility. Victory was still many 
months in the future, but the war had entered its decisive phase. 
President Roosevelt now went before Congress to emphasize the 
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duty of laying plans for a lasting peace and "the establishment of 
an American standard of living higher than ever before known." 
Declaring that as the nation had grown in size and stature the old 
guarantees of life and liberty in the first ten amendments had proved 
inadequate, he called for a new Bill of Rights "to assure us equality 
in the pursuit of happiness." Genuine freedom, he said, cannot exist 
without economic security and independence. "People who are 
hungry and out of a job are the stuff of which dictatorships are 
made." Accordingly, he appealed for a second or supplementary 
Bill of Rights, which would include the following: 

The right to a useful and remunerative job. 

The right to earn enough to provide adequate food and cloth- 
ing and recreation. 

The right of every farmer to raise and sell his products at a 
return which will give him and his family a decent living. 

The right of every businessman, large and small, to trade in an 
atmosphere of freedom from unfair competition and domination 
by monopolies at home or abroad. 

The right of every family to a decent home. 

The right to adequate medical care and the opportunity to 
achieve and enjoy good health. 

The right to adequate protection from the economic fears of 
old age, sickness, accident, and unemployment. 

The right to a good education. 21 

THE PERILS AND SNARES OF FREEDOM 

Traditional liberty in the United States has included a large num- 
ber of specific elements, all contained in the Declaration of Inde- 
pendence and in the Constitution and its first ten amendments. But 
aside from freedom of speech, only three freedom of the press, 
freedom of religion, and the right of revolution-have received much 
attention. Each has been warped and misinterpreted to a surprising 
degree. 

The Founding Fathers exalted freedom of the press as the palla- 
dium of our liberties, the indispensable means whereby an informed 
public opinion could guide the destinies of the nation. If forced to 
make a choice, Jefferson, as is well known, would have preferred 
newspapers without government to government without newspa- 




"Mad Tom in a Rage." In 1801 some Federalist opponents insinuated that 
Jefferson was pulling down the pillar of government. New York Public Li- 
brary 
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pers. He would tolerate no restraint upon the press except the or- 
dinary laws of libel whereby an individual might recover damages 
for the publication of false statements injurious to himself. In con- 
demning the Alien and Sedition Acts, Madison declared that "to 
the press alone, chequered as it is with abuses, the world is indebted 
for all the triumphs which have been gained by reason and human- 
ity over error and oppression." He regarded the prohibition upon 
Congress in the First Amendment as absolute, and denied the possi- 
bility of drawing a distinction between freedom and "licentious- 
ness" of the press. No means have ever yet been devised, he In- 
sisted, by which the press can be corrected without being enslaved. 
A supposed freedom that admits of exceptions is not freedom at all." 3 

The degree of attenuation and distortion of freedom of speech 
has already been surveyed in the section on the meaning of liberty. 
Misinterpretation of freedom of religion has been much more ex- 
treme. By any decent standard of accuracy the term must be de- 
fined as the right of the individual to believe anything he chooses 
to believe regarding a world of unseen powers. It must include a 
right of disbelief as well as full liberty to hold orthodox or un- 
orthodox convictions. It must also include freedom to teach and 
practice religious doctrines, whatever their character, and to pro- 
fess and attempt to convert others to one's unbeliefs. As Justice 
Robert H. Jackson expressed it. "The day that this country ceases 
to be free for irreligion it will cease to be free for religion except 
for the sect that can win political power." '-'* Yet religious freedom, 
defined in this fashion, has been a rarity in America. Its lone ex- 
ponent during the colonial period was Roger Williams. The other 
so-called advocates demanded exceptions. Lord Baltimore granted 
toleration to all who believed in the Trinity, William Penn allowed 
free exercise of religion to all who reverenced "almighty God," but 
he made faith in Jesus Christ the test of eligibility for holding 
office. 

Two of the Founders of the republic came close to a genuine 
philosophy of religious freedom. As early as 1776 Jefferson argued 
against interference with any religious practice unless it conflicted 
with the ordinary civil and criminal requirements of the state. He 
did not insist that its practitioners be Christians; he was ready to 
give equal privileges to pagans, Moslems, and Jews. He would in 
no wise forbid free argument, raillery, or even ridicule of religious 



140 Freedom and Equality 

dogmaon the ground, however, that such would preserve the 
purity of religion. In 1797 he drafted a Bill for Establishing Re- 
ligious Freedom in Virginia, which declared religious liberty to be 
one of the natural rights of mankind. The bill incorporated the 
principle that no person should be compelled to frequent or support 
any system of religious worship, or be penalized on account of his 
religious opinions or beliefs. All should be free "to profess, and by 
argument to maintain, their opinions in matters of religion." 

It is significant that Jefferson regarded this bill as one of the 
major accomplishments of his life. In organizing the University of 
Virginia he refrained from establishing a professorship of divinity 
lest the public authorities exert some influence upon the formation 
or evolution of creeds and observances. His philosophy was summed 
up by the famous phrase "a wall of separation between church and 
State," which meant in his mind that the government, under the 
First Amendment to the Constitution, had no authority to assist, 
promote, restrict, or interfere with the religious activities or doc- 
trines of any sect or individual. Although he described himself as a 
Christian, in the sense of being a believer in the "human excellence" 
but not the divinity of Jesus, he regarded religion as exclusively a 
matter of individual conscience, and boasted that he had never 
attempted to make a convert or change another's creed. 24 

The views of Madison on religious freedom paralleled those of 
Jefferson more closely perhaps than on any other subject. Like Jef- 
ferson, he rejected adherence to any branch of Christian orthodoxy. 
He referred to belief in God as "essential to the moral order of the 
world and to the happiness of man," but he considered official 
Christianity an intellectual impossibility. His earliest contribution to 
religious liberty was a change he procured in the Virginia Declara- 
tion of Rights of 1776, substituting a phraseology which declared 
freedom of conscience to be a natural right and not merely an ob- 
ject of toleration. Like Jefferson, also, he insisted upon the absolute 
exemption of religion from control, assistance, or restriction by the 
state. He condemned the doctrine that some alliance or coalition 
between church and state is necessary for the health of both. So 
far did he carry his opposition to any mingling or collaboration of 
the two that he disapproved of the appointment of chaplains to be 
paid out of the public treasury. He objected also to proclamations 
by public authorities of religious fasts and festivals, unless in the 
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form of mere recommendations to the people. 2 '" 1 On the other hand, 
he differed from Jefferson in being more cynical as to the basis of 
religious liberty. Instead of crediting it to the idealism of the people 
or their leaders, he traced it to the multiplicity of sects in America. 
This, he said, "is the best and only security for religious liberty in 
any society/' 26 

After the time of the Fathers, enthusiasm for genuine religious 
liberty seemed to pass into limbo. True, the phrase was often 
mouthed as a slogan but with such modification as to divest it of 
most of its meaning. The chief reason was probably the revival of 
emotional religion in the early decades of the nineteenth century. 
The movement took fire in the back-country regions and on the 
frontier and spread with the winds of Jacksonian Democracy. It 
lost little of its force or intensity until well into the 1900's. The 
whole course of the movement was marked by a tendency to equate 
freedom of religion with freedom to believe and practice some form 
of Christianity. To illustrate, Daniel Webster informed the Pilgrim 
Festival in New York in 1850 that it was America's mission and 
destiny to show that "all sects and all denominations" could be 
"safely tolerated without prejudice to our religion or to our liber- 
ties." The only requirement was that they profess "reverence for 
the authority of the Author of our being, and belief in his revela- 
tions." Six years earlier he had pleaded in the Supreme Court in an 
attempt to invalidate the will of Stephen Girard, on the ground that 
the latter's bequest of $6,000,000 to educate orphan boys was not a 
genuine charity, since it forbade instruction in religion before the 
age of eighteen. "No religion till eighteen!" the great orator shouted. 
"What would be the condition of all our families, of all our children, 
if religious fathers and mothers were to teach their sons and daugh- 
ters no religious tenets till they were eighteen? What would become 
of their morals, their character, their purity of heart and life, their 
hope for time and eternity?" The Christian religion, he went on, 
"must ever be regarded among us as the foundation of civil society." 
Any plan of education which derogates from that religion, weakens 
men's reverence for it, or impairs its authority is in defiance of the 
public interest and can no more produce genuine charity "than evil 
can spring out of the Bible." 2T 

Insistence upon the identity of religious liberty and loyalty to 
Christianity subsided but little in the decades that followed the 



142 Freedom and Equality 

Civil War. The new period witnessed the revivalism of Moody and 
Sankey and the enormous popularity of Henry Ward Beecher. Even 
the compromised morality of the latter did not seem to impair the 
authority of his preaching. But belief in the indispensability of 
Christian doctrine was also prevalent in secular and less orthodox 
circles. The Social Gospeler Washington Gladden declared that a 
monarch believing himself ordained to rule by God was infinitely 
preferable to "a republic with no sense of divine vocation." "Ameri- 
can democracy," he pontificated, "is not atheistic." as 

The noted imperialist and naval expansionist Alfred T. Mahan 
declared Christianity to be "an essential factor in developing in 
nations the faculty of self-government, apart from which fitness to 
govern does not exist." - !) Mahan's bellicose disciple Theodore Roose- 
velt was superficially more ambiguous, but a critical reading leaves 
little doubt of what he meant. He called for "absolute religious 
liberty" and urged all to realize that "conduct is of infinitely greater 
importance than dogma." But he cautioned that no democracy could 
afford "to overlook the vital importance of the ethical and spiritual, 
the truly religious, element in life." The average good man, he con- 
tinued, "grows clearly to understand this, and to express the need 
in concrete form by saying that no community can make much 
headway if it does not contain both a church and a school." sn 

As in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the existence 
of complete religious freedom in America today is open to doubt. 
It often seems that what we really have is a kind of multisectarian- 
ism which accords toleration to every conceivable organized group 
adhering to a body of belief and practice. But rarely does anyone 
vigorously assert the right of every individual to believe or not to 
believe, and to express his beliefs, either positive or negative, in 
accordance with his own conscience, experience, or knowledge. 
What we mostly hear are admonitions to accept a belief in God as 
a foundation of morality and an element in the priceless heritage of 
American democracy. Two recent pronouncements of the New York 
State Board of Regents will serve as examples. In 1951 the board 
recommended that in every school the day be inaugurated with 
prayer as part of a program to stress the importance of moral and 
spiritual values. Four years later the board supplemented this by 
urging that moral and spiritual values be developed "through all 
activities and lessons of the school day." To support their urging of 
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this program the Regents cited these words of President Eisen- 
hower: "Without God there could be no American form of govern- 
ment, nor an American way of life. . . . Each day we must ask that 
Almighty God will set and keep His protecting hand over us so that 
we may pass on to those who come after us the heritage of a free 
people, secure in their God-given rights and in full control of a 
Government dedicated to the preservation of those rights." " 

Another element in traditional American liberty that has under- 
gone a progressive deterioration is the right of revolution. That a 
people had the right to overthrow a government grown tyrannical 
or which failed to protect life, liberty, or property was taken for 
granted by the men who founded the republic not merely by such 
radicals as Samuel Adams and Thomas Paine but also by conserva- 
tives like John Adams and Alexander Hamilton. It was a doctrine 
necessary to justify the action of 76, but it had a broader basis than 
that. Government was assumed to be a product of a contract, under 
which the people delegated to their rulers power to enforce the law 
of nature and to judge violations of it. Essentially, this meant the 
power to preserve and protect life, liberty, and property. If a gov- 
ernment abused or exceeded this authority, it followed by simple 
logic that it made itself oppressive and no longer deserved the 
people's allegiance. In the language of the Declaration of Inde- 
pendence, it then became not only the right but the duty of the 
people to rebel against their government and to set up a new one 
of such form "as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety 
and Happiness." The moderately conservative James Madison justi- 
fied not merely the War for Independence but the revolutionary 
action of the Philadelphia Convention in scrapping the Articles of 
Confederation and providing for a new system of government, by 
referring to "the transcendent law of nature and of nature's God, 
which declares that the safety and happiness of society are the 
objects at which all political institutions aim, and to which all such 
institutions must be sacrificed." 82 

The most noted defender of the right of revolution, in the history 
of this country, was, of course, Thomas Jefferson. For him the right 
existed not just for the protection of the individual against tyranny 
but as a valuable device for keeping the citizens alert and aware 
of the importance of free government. A little rebellion, now and 
then, he maintained, was a good thing, "as necessary in the political 
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world as storms in the physical." It helped to prevent the degen- 
eracy of government and to nourish "a general attention to the 
public affairs/' Apropos of Shays's Rebellion of 1786, he wrote: 
"God forbid, we should ever be twenty years without such a rebel- 
lion." If people remain quiet under discontent, "it is a lethargy, the 
forerunner of death to the public liberty." A few years later he de- 
clared: "The tree of liberty needs to be refreshed from time to time 
with the blood of patriots and tyrants/' Nor did increasing responsi- 
bilities and the accumulation of power make him more conserva- 
tive. Upon assuming the Presidency in 1801 he incorporated in his 
inaugural address the refreshing statement: "If there be any among 
us who would wish to dissolve this Union or to change its republi- 
can form, let them stand undisturbed as monuments of the safety 
with which error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left 
free to combat it." M 

For sixty years after Jefferson was inaugurated President, the 
right of revolution was rarely questioned. When discontented 
classes and oppressed nationalities in Europe and Latin America 
rebelled against their rulers, the events were hailed in the United 
States with almost universal rejoicing. With reference to the Hun- 
garian revolt against the Hapsburgs, Abraham Lincoln introduced 
the following resolution in the Illinois legislature on January 9, 
1852: "Resolved, that it is the right of any people, sufficiently nu- 
merous for national independence, to throw off, to revolutionize, 
their existing form of government, and to establish such other in 
its stead as they may choose/' :u Even as the chasm of civil war 
yawned in the faces of prominent Americans, their attitude did not 
change. Wendell Phillips justified the right of the seceding southern 
states to organize their government as they chose just as freely as 
he acknowledged the right of four million slaves and freedmen to 
organize their government "and to vindicate that right by arms." 
He denied that there was a constitutional right of secession, but he 
insisted that the Declaration of Independence guaranteed to the 
people an "inherent, paramount, inalienable right to change their 
government" whenever they think that such a change will "minister 
to their happiness/' * 8 

Southern leaders also contended that what they were doing was 
nothing more than giving effect to the philosophy of the Founders. 
Upon resigning from the United States Senate in January, 1861, 
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Jefferson Davis reminded his colleagues that, according to the 
Fathers, "governments rest on the consent of the governed, and 
that it is the right of the people to alter or abolish them at will 
whenever they become destructive of the ends for which they were 
established." In seceding from the Union, the southern states were 
simply affirming their revolutionary right in accordance with the 
Declaration of Independence. If they should be compelled to resort 
to force, it would only be because this revolutionary right was 
wrongfully denied. 

By a strange irony Abraham Lincoln lent his endorsement to 
almost the identical doctrine of Jefferson Davis. In his inaugural 
address of March 4, 1861, Lincoln affirmed: "This country, with its 
institutions, belongs to the people who inhabit it. Whenever they 
shall grow weary of the existing government, they can exercise their 
constitutional right of amending it, or their revolutionary right to 
dismember or overthrow it/ 7 From this assertion he went on to 
counsel patience on the part of his dissatisfied countrymen, and to 
urge them to refrain from reckless action. He adjured them to be- 
lieve that in their hands, and not in his, was "the momentous issue 
of civil war." He pledged that his government would not assail 
them, and he admonished them that there would be no conflict 
unless they were the aggressors. Thus did each side attempt to 
fasten responsibility upon the other for beginning hostilities. So 
eager was Lincoln to achieve this that he seemed almost willing to 
accept Horace Greeley's advice to "let the erring sisters go in 
peace/' After war broke out, however, he adopted an ingenious re- 
vision of the theory of revolution. When the Fathers proclaimed the 
right of revolution, they meant, he said, revolution against tyranny. 
There is no right to rise up against the freest government on earth. 
Consequently he felt justified in treating the southern secession 
movement as a criminal resistance of the authority of the Union. 
He denied both the right and the fact of secession. The Constitu- 
tion recognized no privilege of a state to withdraw from the Union. 
The rebellion was therefore the work of individuals and could 
legally be suppressed by the military power of the federal govern- 
ment. 

After the debacle at Appomattox the right of revolution practi- 
cally disappeared from the folklore of America. From the fiery 
crucible of war came a swaggering nationalism that exalted the 
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Union above both individuals and subdivisions. Lincoln's concep- 
tion of the Union as older than the states and the American republic 
as the citadel of freedom appeared to be vindicated. Seventeen 
months after Lee's surrender, as enlightened a liberal as Carl Schurz 
could say that he still considered the rebellion "one of the great 
crimes in history"; and he added that "victorious Liberty, firmly 
planting her heel upon the neck of defeated crime, would have been 
no unwelcome sight to me/' 8 ' 5 As time passed, the nationalism gen- 
erated by the war was strengthened by new conceptions of sover- 
eignty imported largely from Germany. Sovereignty was held to be 
indivisible and to be vested exclusively in the nation. Despite the 
fiction of federalism, the American republic was denominated a 
fully sovereign state in no less degree than France, Great Britain, or 
Russia. Finally, the preaching by anarchists and Marxists of violent 
overthrow of governments aroused the full hatred of reactionaries, 
and of many substantial and conservative citizens also, against the 
idea of rebellion. As a result, revolution came to be associated in 
the popular mind with bloody riots, bomb-throwings, and assassi- 
nations. 

Since the close of the nineteenth century, both liberals and anti- 
liberals have spoken as if with one voice in condemnation of revolu- 
tion. As strikes and radical movements swept through the industrial 
cities, Theodore Roosevelt bewailed the fact that a section of the 
population deified what he called "violent homicidal lawlessness/* 
If ever the people as a whole adopted these views, he warned, "then 
we shall have proved that we are unworthy of the heritage our fore- 
fathers left us; and our country will go down in ruin." 3T So firmly 
convinced was he that the dangers he foresaw were imminent that 
he refused to meet John P. Altgeld personally lest he might soon 
have to face him sword in hand on the field of battle. Many years 
later the Supreme Court of the United States upheld the constitu- 
tionality of an act which made it a crime merely to "advocate" the 
overthrow of the government by force and violence. The Chief 
Justice, in delivering the opinion of the Court, argued that advocacy 
signified intent to accomplish the result "as speedily as circum- 
stances would permit." In a concurring opinion Associate Justice 
Robert H. Jackson supported this view. He admitted that, according 
to Communist doctrine, "an established government in control of 
modern technology cannot be overthrown by force until it is about 
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ready to fall of its own weight." But he contended that advocacy 
would be the initial step in a long chain of preparations for revolu- 
tion. The probable or immediate success of the initial step was not 
an issue. 3 * Why such reasoning could not be extended to make 
criminal the advocacy by Communists of government ownership 
of public utilities, or of any other reform that might weaken capital- 
ism, is not readily apparent. 

It remains to consider one final viewpoint in opposition to revo- 
lution. This is the forceful argument of John Dewey that it is im- 
possible to separate ends and means. The means, he said, condition 
and often control the ends or purposes it is hoped to achieve. He 
declared that he knew of no greater fallacy than the claim of those 
who hold to the dogma that the use of brute force will bring into 
existence some noble conception of a New Jerusalem. "Force breeds 
counterforce," he maintained. "The Newtonian law of action and 
reaction still holds in physics, and violence is physical." He demon- 
strated, moreover, that a reliance upon force, in the belief that 
violence is inevitable, "limits the use of available intelligence." The 
method of democracy, he contended, is not the resolution of con- 
flicts by bludgeoning the opposition into silence but by bringing 
the claims of both sides into the open, discussing, investigating, 
and analyzing them and arriving at solutions by scientific considera- 
tion of evidence/"* The Dewey approach would undoubtedly elimi- 
nate the evils of revolutionary violence. But the problem of how 
to induce a brutal tyranny like that of Hitler or Stalin to accept the 
methods of scientific analysis would still remain. 

EQUALITY, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC 

Few subjects in American lore have elicited more general agree- 
ment than the idea that equality is a distinguishing element of our 
national character. James Madison advised the delegates to the 
Federal Convention that the people of the United States were 
"perhaps the most singular" of any known. The reason he adduced 
was that they had "fewer distinctions of fortune and less of rank" 
than characterized the inhabitants of any other nation. He refused 
to admit Greece or Rome, or any other ancient state, as an excep- 
tion. He scoffed, moreover, at the supposition that American equal- 
ity might be ephemeral. The vast extent of unpeopled territory, he 
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opined, would effectively prevent for a considerable time "an in- 
crease of the poor and discontented." 

John Adams thought it significant that in every country of con- 
siderable size, where the arts and sciences were cultivated and com- 
merce or agriculture improved, an aristocracy had risen up, consist- 
ing of a few rich and honorable families who had wrested power 
from the people and had hoodwinked the latter into believing and 
confessing them a "superior order of beings/* Only in America, and 
to some extent in England, had the people preserved a share of 
power. Elsewhere popular rule was limited to "the tops of a few in- 
accessible mountains, among rocks and precipices in territories so 
narrow that you may span them with a hand's breadth." 40 Though 
contemptuous of the masses and their Jacobin radicalisms, he urged 
a bridle upon the rich lest they use their economic power to main- 
tain a ruthless oligarchy. What he really preferred was a govern- 
ment of the mean based upon a wide distribution of property, with 
checks and balances to curb the ambitions of particular classes. He 
would suppress relentlessly all such leveling movements as Shays's 
Rebellion, but he had no sympathy for Hamilton's schemes to give 
free rein to speculative capitalists in using the government for their 
own enrichment. 

Among the founders of the republic, the most celebrated expo- 
nent of equality was Thomas Jefferson. That Jefferson condemned 
monarchy and aristocracy, that he was an agrarian, and that he 
opposed the financial schemes of Alexander Hamilton is well known. 
On the basis of these facts it has been assumed that he was a radical 
egalitarian, that he aspired to abolish concentrated wealth and 
transform America into a nation of petty tradesmen and small free- 
holders. There can be no doubt that he did accomplish the abolition 
of entails and primogeniture in Virginia, and he proposed in 1776 
that the state should grant fifty acres of land to every white male 
adult who had less than that amount. There can be no doubt also 
that he condemned aristocracy of birth or wealth. He did not op- 
pose but warmly favored a natural aristocracy of virtue and talent. 
He denounced the fiscal schemes of Hamilton, but for antimercan- 
tilist rather than for anticapitalist reasons. Even his agrariamsm he 
was able to modify drastically after he became President. In his 
last year in office he recommended "the encouragement of manu- 
factures to the extent of our own consumption at least, in all articles 
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of which we raise the raw material/' As for measures to promote 
equalization of wealth, the appeal was never strong. In his second 
inaugural address he urged that the government adopt as one of 
its objectives maintaining "that state of property, equal or unequal, 
which results to every man from his own industry, or that of his 
fathers." He seems even to have been opposed to surtaxes of any 
kind to level down the fortunes of the rich. In his "Prospectus on 
Political Economy" written in 1816, he asserted that to take from 
one, because he is thought to have acquired or inherited too much, 
"in order to spare to others, who, or whose fathers have not exer- 
cised equal industry or skill" is to violate a law of nature. The only 
concession he would make to equality in such cases was to suggest 
a 'law of equal inheritance to all in equal degree." 

More modern in his outlook than Jefferson, and at the same time 
more radical, was his well-known disciple Thomas Paine. Never the 
possessor of much property himself, Paine could perhaps sympathize 
more keenly with the fate of the lower classes. Though untinged 
by extremism, he argued that the miseries of the poor were gener- 
ally not of their own making but were the product of bad laws, 
obsolete customs, and cruel strokes of fortune. On the other hand, 
the possessions of the rich were not entirely things they could 
rightfully claim as rewards of their talent or industry; to a large 
extent they were profits from the labor of others or bounties re- 
sulting from the progress of society. He proposed, therefore, to re- 
dress the balance by expropriating the rich of some of their un- 
merited surplus and using it for the benefit of the poor. In his 
Rights of Man he advocated progressive taxes on unearned incomes 
and steeply graduated inheritance taxes. The revenues obtained 
would be used to provide subsidies for the support of children and 
the aged, public works for the relief of unemployment, and benefits 
for education and similar purposes. In a shorter work entitled 
Agrarian Justice he recommended a special tax on land, similar to 
a levy on the unearned increment. "It is the value of the improve- 
ment only," he wrote, "and not of the earth itself, that is individual 
property." He would therefore require every owner of cultivated 
land to pay to the community a ground-rent as his contribution to 
society for wealth he did not create. 

Through the remainder of the nineteenth century and into the 
twentieth American leaders continued to give generous endorse- 
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ment to the idea of equality, and some of them obviously meant it. 
Wendell Phillips declared for the "equalization of property-nothing 
else." The nearest approach to his ideal of civilization was a New 
England town of two thousand inhabitants, "with no rich man and 
no poor man in it, all mingling in the same society, every child at 
the same school, no poorhouse, no beggars, opportunities equal. 




A sod house in Custer County, Nebraska, about 1887. This humble dwelling 
contrasted sharply with the marble palaces of the rich in New York, Chicago, 
and Newport. Nebraska State Historical Society 

. . . " 41 Walt Whitman wrote in terms of "millions of comfortable 
city homesteads and moderate-sized farms, healthy and independ- 
ent, single separate ownership, fee simple, life in them complete 
but cheap, within reach of all." Democracy, he said, looks with dis- 
satisfied eye "upon the very poor, the ignorant, and on those out 
of business, She asks for men and women with occupations, well- 
off, owners of houses and acres, and with cash in the bank. . . ." 
But exceptional wealth, luxury, "immense capital and capitalists," 
"five-dollar-a-day hotels," artificial improvements, "form, more or 
less, a sort of anti-democratic disease and monstrosity. . . ." 42 

Daniel Webster, also, paid verbal tribute to the ideal of a wide 
distribution of ownership. Though in his professional and political 
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life he spent much time lusting after the fleshpots, he devoted a 
large portion of his intellectual energy to attempts to prove the 
merits of limited ownership. America, he claimed, owed her great- 
ness and her democratic institutions to the fact that her first settlers 
divided the soil into small freeholds. They came to these shores as 
men of limited resources with no capital to acquire large estates. 
None could become landlords and none needed to accept employ- 
ment as tenants or laborers. In reclaiming the wilderness from bar- 
barians, all were on the same level. This fact, according to Webster, 
fixed the future frame and form of the government. With property 
divided as it was, "no other government than that of a republic 
could be maintained." If we can believe his assertions, he hoped 
that this condition would continue. The freest government on earth, 
he admonished, could not long endure "if the tendency of the laws 
were to create a rapid accumulation of property in few hands, and 
to render the great mass of the population dependent and penni- 
less." When the indigent become numerous, they grow clamorous. 
They look on property as their prey and plunder, and are "naturally 
ready, at all times, for violence and revolution." His outlook, how- 
ever, was optimistic, for he contended that the people of America 
still possessed property in more even distribution than could be 
said of the people of any other country. 43 

But most eminent Americans have conceived of equality as some- 
thing far different from a substantial equalization of possessions. 
For Francis Lieber it meant the absence of a peasant class. The 
American farmer was not a member of a subject caste. He was a 
citizen "not only as to political rights but as to his whole standing 
and social connection." No peculiar views, manners, or dress dis- 
tinguished him from the inhabitant of the towns. He might be rich 
or he might be poor, but no one could look down upon him as a 
rustic, viUein, or boor. 44 Andrew Jackson and Andrew Carnegie 
found the meaning of equality in the absence of special privileges 
and of titles and distinctions of rank. The former vetoed the bill for 
rechartering the United States Bank on the ground that it would 
create just such distinctions and privileges. In his Triumphant De- 
mocracy Carnegie rejoiced in the alleged fact that this country had 
"no ranks, no titles, no hereditary dignities, and therefore no 
classes." Surprisingly, the interpretation given to equality by a 
twentieth century liberal John Dewey was not greatly dissimilar. 
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Dewey explained equality as a way of saying "that there is no 
'natural' inherent difference between those of one social caste, class, 
or status and those of another caste, class, or status; that such dif- 
ferences are the product of law and social customs." ^ 

As one would expect, America has also had her critics and con- 
temners of equality. Some, like William Graham Sumner and John 
C, Calhoun, ridiculed the concept as arrant nonsense. The former 
referred to it as "the purest falsehood in dogma that was ever put 
into human language." He insisted that "five minutes' observation 
of facts" would show that men are unequal in a wide variety of re- 
spects, including inequality before the law. 4 ' 5 Calhoun described 
the doctrine of equality as "so destitute of all sound reason" that it 
was difficult to understand "how it ever could have been so exten- 
sively entertained." He maintained that there never had existed a 
wealthy and civilized society in which one portion of the com- 
munity did not live off the labor of the other. Even in primitive 
societies, the same was largely true. Men are not bom into the corn- 
Living conditions among the American Indians scarcely fit the ideal of equal 
opportunity for all Shown here is a typical "hogan," or mud and log house, 
of a Navajo family. Central Library, Department of the Interior 
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munity in a condition of equality with the other members. Instead, 
they are born into whatever condition of wealth or poverty, rank 
or status, their parents possess. They are not born free but subject 
to parental authority and to the laws and institutions of the country 
of their birth. As for a so-called state of nature, endowing the indi- 
vidual with freedom and equality, nothing of the sort ever existed. 
Man's natural state is the social and political "the one for which 
his Creator made him, and the only one in which he can preserve 
and perfect his race." 47 

Other critics have been less dogmatic but just as positive in re- 
jecting equality. In March, 1854, Abraham Lincoln made a point of 
reminding a committee from the Workingmen's Association of New 
York that he deprecated a war upon property. Property, he said, is 
the "fruit of labor"; it is desirable; it is a "positive good in the 
world." That some should be rich, he argued, is proof that others 
may become rich, and wealth, therefore, is a proper encouragement 
to ambition and industry. He then unburdened himself of the fol- 
lowing homily: "Let not him who is houseless pull down the home 
of another, but let him work diligently and build one for himself, 
thus by example assuring that his own shall be safe from violence 
when built." 48 

Lincoln's verbose contemporary Edward Everett argued not 
merely that property is a positive good but that wealth in super- 
abundance, when properly used by its owner, is a boon to society. 
He was not in favor of perpetuating vast estates through primogeni- 
ture, but he maintained that nothing but public good could result 
from the accumulation of large fortunes through industry, enter- 
prise, and frugality, and their wise expenditure and prudent invest- 
ment. In admonishing the rich to use their capital for the benefit of 
humanity, he anticipated the Gospel of Wealth made famous by 
Andrew Carnegie some thirty years later. The possessor of millions, 
in spending and investing his money to give "life to industry and 
employment to labor," is serving, whether he wills it or not, as the 
"steward" of society. 49 

EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY 

If equality as a leveling concept has not received hearty approval 
from very many Americans, the same cannot be said of equality of 
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opportunity. From Franklin to Truman the doctrine that every man 
should have his chance to make what he can of himself has been 
given almost unanimous endorsement, except in the South under 
slavery. It has made its appeal to both individualists and collectivists 
and has seemed to fit in with the very genius of democracy. James 
Russell Lowell, on one occasion, defined democracy as "that form 
of society, no matter what its political classification, in which every 
man has a chance and knows that he has it/' 30 But the ideal of 
equality of opportunity, of course, is much older. Jefferson sub- 
scribed to it when he crusaded against primogeniture and entails, 
when he condemned the aristocratic implications of the Society of 
the Cincinnati, .and when he drafted plans for free public education 
for the state of Virginia. Paine endorsed it when he proposed that 
each child of a poor family be given at government expense six 
months of schooling a year for six years. Equality of opportunity 
was the watchword of Jacksonian Democrats, especially of such 
men as William Cullen Bryant and William Leggett in campaigning 
against monopolies, the United States Bank, and the American Sys- 
tem with its subsidies and protective tariffs. 

As the settlement of western lands continued apace and the influ- 
ence of the frontier penetrated eastward, American writers and 
orators gave an increasingly conspicuous place to equality of oppor- 
tunity as a national ideal. Theodore Parker related having seen "a 
thousand young Irish women" coming out of a Catholic church on 
Sunday, bedecked with ribbons and cheap ornaments, "to help 
elevate their self-respect/' He recalled the condition of these same 
women in their native land, 'T^arefoot, dirty, mendicant, perhaps 
thievish/' glad of an opportunity to work as scullery maids at two 
pounds a year. It was then that he began to see the importance of 
America to the world, as a haven for the hopeless, as a place where 
the humblest of life's victims could gain some self-esteem as one 
among equals and not be forever dependent upon the charity of his 
"betters." 5l Daniel Webster saw America as a refuge for the op- 
pressed of all nations because of its free laws, its "comparative ex- 
emption from taxation/' its low prices, and its "just and adequate" 
wages. "Is it not true," he queried, "that sobriety, and industry, and 
good character can do more for a man here than in any other part 
of the world?" 52 He was at least frank in recognizing the importance 
of material objectives in bringing immigrants to American shores. 
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The most persuasive of all the exponents of equality of oppor- 
tunity in the middle decades of the nineteenth century was Abraham 
Lincoln. His own career, of course, was a living exposition of what 
this equality can produce, and he frequently emphasized the point. 
Opportunity for the lowly to raise themselves above their station, 
to achieve the highest goals consistent with their natural endow- 
ments, seemed to him the most sacred of rights. It was chiefly be- 
cause of its violation of this right that he condemned slavery. He 
rejected completely the southern contention that slaves were better 
off than hired laborers because of the security and protection they 
enjoyed. The trouble with this was that they were permanent hired 
laborers, with no opportunity for advancement or improvement in 
condition. Twenty-five years earlier, he proudly reminded his hear- 
ers, he himself was a hired laborer, "mauling rails, at work on a 
flatboat." He wanted each man to be free to work or not to work 
and to have full liberty "to acquire property as fast as he can/' The 
humblest man should have "an equal chance to get rich with every- 
body else." The black man should have a chance as well as the white 
to better his condition "when he may look forward and hope to 
be a hired laborer this year and the next, work for himself after- 
ward, and finally to hire men to work for him. That is the true 
system/' M 

Lincoln regarded the Civil War as in large part a struggle to 
maintain and extend equality of opportunity. The conflict was 
barely three months old when he informed Congress that, on the 
side of the Union, it was "a struggle for maintaining in the world 
that form and substance of government whose leading object is to 
elevate the condition of men to lift artificial weights from all shoul- 
ders; to clear the paths of laudable pursuit for all; to afford all an 
unfettered start, and a fair chance in the race of life/' Eight months 
before the end of the war he told the 166th Ohio Regiment that 
the main reason for fighting on to victory was in order that each 
one of them might have "an open field and a fair chance" for his 
industry, enterprise, and intelligence; that all might have "equal 
privileges in the race of life"; and that any one of their children 
might have the same opportunity that he had had to occupy the 
White House. It was for these things, he concluded, that the strug- 
gle should be maintained, for two or three years longer, if neces- 
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The University of North Carolina, one of the oldest state universities in the 
country. An early print, probably made in the 1840's. North Carolina Col- 
lection, University of North Carolina Library 

sary. The nation was worth fighting for, "to secure such an inesti- 
mable jewel." 

In more recent times the attention given to equality of oppor- 
tunity as a basic American ideal has diminished, possibly for the 
reason that the growth of collectivism has divested of some of its 
luster what was originally an individualist doctrine. Yet it is still 
set forth occasionally as a true expression of the national genius. 
In his Freedom Train address of 1948, Justice William 0. Douglas 
declared that the only real aristocracy known in America is the 
"aristocracy of individual initiative and achievement." Men who toil 
in working clothes today, he boasted, "can become corporation 
executives tomorrow. There is no station in private or public life 
closed to any man or woman, no matter how lowly his start. The lists 
are open to all, and the ribbons go to the fleet." In 1951 President 
Truman told the Foreign Ministers of the American Republics, 
assembled in Washington, that the free nations were growing in 
strength, and that they were "going forward along the road of 
greater economic opportunity for all." He proffered the assurance 
that their governments were holding out to all their citizens the 
"prospect of bettering their condition, not in the dim future, not 
after some terrible and bloody upheaval, but steadily through the 
years in the simplest activities of their daily life." 



Freedom and Equality 157 

Though freedom and equality today have somewhat different 
meanings from what they had during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, they remain components of the American dream. And 
our sense of a mission to the rest of the world is still predicated upon 
the assumption that they are distinctive features of our national life. 
Freedom no longer has the implications it carried for Jefferson or 
for the authors and sponsors of the Bill of Rights. It has ceased to 
be freedom to defy or to rebel and has become identical with what 
Rousseau meant by liberty in obedience to "a law which \ve our- 
selves have made." Though it is not the same as conformity, it 
nevertheless sets rather definite limits to the individual's range of 
expression and action. In effect, freedom is no longer regarded as 
a fundamental right of man, but is something which the state grants 
or withholds depending upon the degree of danger to its own sur- 
vival. Equality, on the other hand, has been broadened in meaning. 
Whereas in early times it signified the absence of privilege and of 
extremes of wealth and poverty, it has now corne to mean such 
things as subsidies to farmers to lessen their inequality with indus- 
trialists, collective bargaining for workers, minimum wage laws, and 
graduated taxes on incomes and inheritances. No one of these nor 
all in combination have established complete equality. The gap 
between professions and practices is still the American Dilemma 
described by Gunnar Myrdal in 1944. Nevertheless, enough prog- 
ress has been made to convince the unprivileged in other countries 
that the ideal in America is but another name for the reality. 
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Chapter Six 

The Gospel of Individualism 



robably no political and social ideal is more characteristic 
of the American culture pattern than individualism. The 
nation had its birth during a period when the whole Western world 
was attempting to throw off the restraints imposed by a paternalistic 
state, the medieval guilds, and the mercantilist economy. The indi- 
vidual was exalted as never before. Government was considered a 
necessary evil, and the less of it the better. The new economics of 
the Physiocrats and Adam Smith posited the existence of natural 
economic laws and condemned political interference with these 
laws as worse than useless. If each individual were allowed to pur- 
sue his self-interest, it was claimed, the world would be guided "as 
by an invisible hand" to maximum prosperity and happiness. The 
dominant philosophy of the time stemmed from the Enlightenment, 
which had as its cardinal purpose the liberation of the individual 
from reliance upon authority, from dogma, and from superstition. 
It envisaged man as a reasoning being, capable of solving his prob- 
lems in isolation through the exercise of his rational faculties in 
organizing the impressions gained from his senses. The most popular 
political theory was that of Locke, which also conceived of man as 
originally a self-sufficing creature, living according to the law of 
nature and enforcing his own rights under that law. When the in- 
conveniences of the latter function became too burdensome, he as 
an individual entered into a compact with other individuals to 
establish a government and to vest it with certain powers. But the 
authority delegated was limited strictly to maintenance and en- 
forcement of the law of nature. With that one exception the indi- 
vidual was as sovereign as he had been before. 

160 
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As the western territories of the United States filled up with 
settlers, the individualist influence from Europe was supplemented 
and strengthened by the influence of the frontier. At times the 
effects were contradictory. In some of its aspects the frontier could 
produce a drab uniformity which was the very antithesis of indi- 
vidualism. Most of the settlers were obscure, untutored folk, with 
no skill or attainments to set them apart from their neighbors. They 
tended therefore to regard the exceptional person with suspicion, 
unless his achievements were the product of some bodily endow- 
ment like physical strength. This attitude, however, was compen- 
sated by the fact that the frontier promoted self-reliance. The settler 
and his family made their own clothing, built their own house (with 
some limited help from the neighbors), and cleared the trees from 
their own plot of ground to plant a scraggling crop among the 
stumps. Each family lived in virtual isolation, cultivating a rugged 
independence and trusting to its own efforts to conquer hardships 
and solve its problems. Hard work, self-denial, physical skill, and 
Yankee ingenuity were the keys to whatever comfort and prosperity 
one might obtain. Government was a thing apart, with little mean- 
ing except when canals needed to be dug or turnpikes built to pro- 
vide transportation to eastern markets. Law for the frontiersman 
was largely a matter of his own making, and justice was often ad- 
ministered with scant regard for formal procedure. Whatever 
seemed expedient in a given circumstance was likely to pass for 
both law and justice. It must not be supposed that the western 
settlers completely ignored the law or lived in defiance of it. Yet 
partly because the courts and enforcement officers were remote and 
inadequate, a spirit of lawlessness did develop and gradually in- 
sinuated its influence into all sections of the country. 

The idea of the free individual has survived as a fundamental 
ingredient of the American ethos. It continues to be a part of the 
messianic illusion that this nation can be a guide and example to 
the rest of the world. Here it is supposed that the individual is free 
in a measure unparalleled anywhere else. He is not a slave to some 
despot or dictator, nor is he held down by the weight of time-worn 
custom or by the absurdities of hereditary privilege and class domi- 
nation. There are no limits to what he can make of himself, except 
his own inadequacies and lack of willingness to sacrifice immediate 
satisfactions for future prosperity. Periods of depression make a 
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temporary dent in this Horatio Alger concept, but it recovers with 
business revival and is still an important article of faith to the 
majority of our citizens. 



FREE ENTERPRISE AND FREE COMPETITION 

Free enterprise and free competition have long been among the 
sacred cows of American individualists. They have an ingratiating 
sound to a people brought up on ideas of a fair fight and no favors, 
let the best man win, and the devil take the hindmost. They have 
also served as a convenient screen to enable tycoons and buccaneers 
to pile up their riches under the pretext that they are doing no more 
than any other individual might do if he possessed their foresight 
and ability. Much of the trumpeting of free enterprise and free 
competition has obviously been for such deceptive purposes. None- 
theless, many who have professed the ideals have certainly believed 
in them with a faith to move mountains. One such was Benjamin 
Franklin. Though he preferred an agrarian to an industrial society, 
he thought that all branches of the economy would be better off if 
the government did no more than protect them. Most of the statutes, 
edicts, and decrees for regulating, restraining, or promoting trade 
were "either political blunders, or jobs obtained by artful men for 
private advantage, under pretense of public good." He wished that 
commerce between all the nations of the world were as free as be- 
tween the counties of England. "Those counties," he said, "do not 
ruin one another by trade; neither would the nations/* 1 

Although they eventually came to advocate a considerable degree 
of paternalism, both Madison and Jefferson had theoretical prefer- 
ences for a policy of laissez faire and unhampered trade. Jefferson 
espoused it in his first inaugural, when he called for a "wise and 
frugal government, which shall restrain men from injuring one an- 
other, which shall leave them otherwise free to regulate their own 
pursuits of industry and improvement, and shall not take from the 
mouth of labor the bread it has earned/' 

Madison thought that, in general, government should limit its 
functions to protecting and educating its citizens, and to providing 
the conditions under which every person might garner the legitimate 
rewards of his industry, frugality, and talent, The most important 
conditions for this purpose were confidence, justice, and security, 




William Cropper's conception of Paul Bunyan, legendary hero of the fron- 
tier. Bunyan's prodigious feats exemplified American individualism and self- 
confidence. Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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and government alone could successfully provide them* He did not 
consider it desirable that the state should intervene directly for the 
benefit of the less fortunate members of society. Compassion was 
due them, he conceded, but not direct assistance. In the main, he 
conceived of the condition of the lower classes in Malthusian and 
Ricardian terms. Like the two great English exponents of the "dis- 
mal science," he feared that a degree of poverty would always be 
inseparable from congestion of population. He doubted the value 
of all plans to improve the lot of the poor because of what he con- 
sidered their persistent tendency to increase their own numbers with 
every amelioration of their economic condition. The increase in 
numbers would result in a more intense competition for employ- 
ment, thereby forcing wages down again to the bare subsistence 
level. 2 

To the end of his life Madison continued to affirm a theoretic 
devotion to freedom of trade, though admitting the desirability of 
many exceptions in practice. He argued that if industry and com- 
merce were allowed to take their own course, they would in the 
main be directed to those objects for which they were best suited. 
Whenever manufacturing promises more profit than agriculture or 
commerce, its establishments will increase rapidly enough without 
the assistance of the state. "It would be of no advantage/' he ob- 
served, "to the shoemaker to make his own clothes to save the ex- 
pense of the tailor's bill, nor of the tailor to make his own shoes to 
save the expense of procuring them from the shoemaker. It would be 
better policy to suffer each of them to employ his talents in his own 
way. Thus all are benefited by exchange, and the less this exchange 
is cramped by the government, the greater are the proportions of 
benefit to each." During the years of depression that followed the 
Napoleonic Wars, he complained that attempts of Great Britain 
and France to achieve "self-subsisting" systems would produce sim- 
ilar efforts elsewhere, and that the final result must be disastrous 
to those whose prosperity depended most on the freedom and extent 
of international trade. He thought that the best remedy for de- 
pressed conditions in any country was "freedom of commerce among 
all nations." The "aggregate fruits of the earth" would then be 
available for all. 3 

From the period of the Fathers until after the War of Secession 
free enterprise and free competition were taken almost for granted. 
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Great monopolies such as the United States Bank had been broken, 
and new ones had not yet risen to take their place. Agitation for 
protective tariffs steadily increased, but few seemed to think of these 
as inconsistent with an individualist economics. Besides, the great 
age of protectionism had not yet dawned. The Civil War and the 
extension of railroads gave an impetus to industrialization that en- 
abled the United States to surpass every country in the world by 
1900 in the production of manufactured goods. Success imbued the 
captains of the system with pride in their achievements and a con- 
viction that special virtue resided in their methods. To a plundering 
age they were heroes, and it was natural that millions of their ad- 
mirers should endorse their ideas as standards of value. Moreover, 
the introduction of Marxism and collectivistic anarchism from Eu- 
rope focused attention upon economic individualism as a means of 
preserving the status quo. Free enterprise became a watchword for 
conservatives. 

Noted among the conservative apologists for economic individ- 
ualism was Charles A. Dana, erstwhile colleague of George Ripley 
at Brook Farm and subsequent cynic and ranting imperialist. About 
1850 Dana journeyed to Europe and after observing the machina- 
tions of Louis Napoleon and other demagogues, turned sour against 
the idealism of his youth and devoted the remainder of his life to 
pursuit of the main chance for himself and to glorification of the 
buccaneering activities of his capitalist associates. Though professing 
adherence to Manchesterism, he departed from that gospel suffi- 
ciently to advocate protective tariffs for industrialists and huge 
grants of public land for the railroads. He did insist, however, that 
die role of the government should be reduced to that of a policeman 
to keep the peace, and he scoffed at ideas for pure food legislation, 
for an income tax, and for the regulation of business. When in 1896 
the Democrats adopted Populist demands for nationalization of the 
railroads, prohibition of "government by injunction," the free coin- 
age of silver, and reorganization of the Supreme Court, Dana's wrath 
flamed into hysteria. He talked about "absurd, unpatriotic, and 
dangerous" experiments and referred to the "approval of lawless 
violence" and the "wild light of anarchy shining through." He did 
not stop to consider that his own jingoism and irresponsible clamor 
for Cuba, Mexico, and Canada might ultimately do more to promote 
a^spirit of lawlessness than any of the schemes of the Populists. 




Abraham Lincoln's philosophy of no interference with the freedom of the 
individual to accumulate property helped to prepare the way for the great 
age of industrial free enterprise after the Civil War. Photo by M. Brady or 
A. Berger. Library of Congress 
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Equally dogmatic in his conservatism, though less violent in 
language, was Grover Cleveland. Inaugurated President for a second 
term in 1893, he cautioned those who listened to him under the 
lowering clouds of depression, that they must actively seek to expose 
and destroy the evils "which are the unwholesome progeny of 
paternalism." These, he said, were the "bane of republican institu- 
tions and the constant peril of our government by the people." The 
citizens must be encouraged to unlearn the lessons of paternalism 
and to embrace the "better lesson" that "while the people should 
patriotically and cheerfully support their government, its functions 
do not include support of the people." He advised particularly 
against any tendency to regard frugality and economy as virtues 
which we may safely outgrow. Such a tendency would result in 
reckless waste of the people's money by their chosen servants and 
would encourage useless extravagance by the citizens themselves in 
their private lives. 

Quite a number of thinkers and political leaders of liberal reputa- 
tion also espoused an individualist economics. Among the most 
prolific in ideas was Edwin L. Godkin, British-born apostle of classi- 
cal theories and dour critic of most of the trends of his time. In 
1887 he wrote in the new Princeton Review that the existing state of 
things was one which no thinking person could contemplate without 
concern. If protectionism were continued as a cardinal policy, Ameri- 
can society would become more and more like that of Europe. Con- 
centration of wealth in the hands of a few corporations and indi- 
viduals would rapidly increase. More serious, he thought, was the 
growth of political corruption. Hundreds of manufacturers were 
going down to Washington every year to influence members of 
Congress to retain or increase the duty on particular articles. God- 
kin was convinced that such methods were not only vicious but un- 
necessary. Under a policy of free trade and free competition all the 
manufacturing essential to a healthy economy would have been 
brought into existence. There would have been a constant overflow 
from the farms of the "most quick-witted, sharp-sighted, and enter- 
prising men of the community." They would have "toiled, contrived, 
invented, copied," until they had brought under the aegis of an in- 
dustrial regime every resource of the country. Godkin was as vig- 
orously opposed to socialism as he was to protectionism and other 
forms of paternalism. The great law of nature, he taught, is that "the 
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more intelligent and thoughtful of the race shall inherit the earth 
and have the best time/' Socialism teaches the reverse of this. 4 

Some of Godkin's younger contemporaries who could also lay 
claim to recognition as liberals were just as emphatic in endorsing 
economic freedom. The Hoosier Progressive Albert J. Beveridge, for 
instance, solemnly warned against government ownership as un- 
American. Ownership of business by the government was the "Eu- 
ropean theory." He was for the "American theory/' which had suited 
American conditions in the past and was good enough for the future. 
Government ownership violated the American principle "that gov- 
ernment enterprise ought not to own and manage what individual 
ownership can own and manage." Moreover, it fostered bureaucracy 
and multiplied abuses of incompetence and mismanagement which 
nothing could cure. Much better was the alternative of government 
supervision, "which leaves business in individual hands but requires 
that individual to act as a trustee for the people/' 5 A few years 
later, however, Beveridge decided that "self-regulation" would be 
preferable to government supervision. Why not turn over the ordi- 
nary regulation of business and the maintenance of ethical stand- 
ards, he inquired, to "voluntary organizations of citizens"? He re- 
ferred to the fact that almost all branches of business had such asso- 
ciationsgrocers and druggists, farmers and bankers, merchants, and 
manufacturers of various kinds. 6 His proposal represents what seems 
to have been the first scheme for a kind of cartelization of the Ameri- 
can economy, a limited forerunner of the NRA. 

Despite the broad collectivism of the New Freedom, the New 
Deal, and the Fair Deal, the habit of paying tribute to economic in- 
dividualism did not die out. One would expect such tributes from 
Calvin Coolidge, John W. Davis, Herbert Hoover, and Wendell 
Willkie, but to find them emanating from Woodrow Wilson, Frank- 
lin D. Roosevelt, Henry Wallace, Harry S. Truman, and Adlai E. 
Stevenson is not so understandable. Yet there were almost as many 
from one group as from the other. The explanation resides in the 
fact that the leaders in the second group often found themselves 
in the camp of small business, crusading for equality of opportunity 
against huge combines and monopolies. Such a position necessitated 
a defense of free competition, if not of free enterprise and freedom 
of trade. Woodrow Wilson, in particular, assumed the role of cham- 
pion of the middle class. He charged that this class was being 
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squeezed out by ruthless monopolists. But he denied that this was 
the result of free competition. The aim of the monopolists was to 
destroy all competition. 7 He constantly reiterated that his program 
of reform contemplated no radical alterations in the economic sys- 
tem. Instead, its objective was to preserve some of the most vital 
elements in the American heritage individualism, free competition, 
enterprise, and opportunity. 

The New Deal and the Fair Deal far surpassed the New Freedom 
in pursuing the goal of collectivism. But the old shibboleths of in- 
dividualist economics lost none of their emphasis. In a campaign 
address in Chicago in 1936, President Roosevelt affirmed his undying 
belief in private enterprise as "the backbone of economic well-being 
in the United States." A few months earlier at the Texas Centennial 
he declared that "the very nature of free government" demands a 
line of defense for the "yeomanry of business and industry and agri- 
culture," By these he explained that he meant "the average men" 
who own their establishments and assume the responsibility for 
running them. To eliminate these "dependable defenders of demo- 
cratic institutions" and to permit the concentration of control in 
the hands of a few powerful groups would be "directly opposed to 
the stability of government and to democratic government itself.'* 

Henry Wallace, as we shall presently see, tinctured his individual- 
ism with numerous suggestions for government interference in the 
interest of society. In his applications of policy President Truman 
did the same. But when theorizing on public issues, he often gave 
forth the same individualist cliches as would be mouthed by a 
spokesman for the United States Chamber of Commerce. He had 
been in office only a few months when he urged Congress to enact 
legislation to promote freedom of competition, especially for the 
benefit of the small entrepreneur. He gave as his reason the follow- 
ing proposition: "The American small business is the backbone of 
our free enterprise system." At Baylor University in 1947 he asso- 
ciated freedom of enterprise with freedom of worship and freedom 
of speech and counseled that the last two were closely dependent 
upon the first. Freedom of conscience and freedom of expression, he 
argued, are incompatible with highly centralized power. Therefore, 
the devotion of our citizens to freedom of enterprise is not motivated 
merely by a desire to protect the profits of business. "It is part and 
parcel of what we call America." In 1948 he informed Congress: 
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"Growth and vitality in our economy depend on vigorous private 
enterprise/' As was his wont, he interpreted the last phrase to mean 
primarily free competition. 

In the campaign of 1952, Adlai E. Stevenson courted the support 
of liberal voters on a platform heartily endorsing the Truman poli- 
cies. With respect to free enterprise and free competition, however, 
he seemed to move a degree or two farther to the right. Perhaps he 
sensed an increasing revolt against the regimenting tendencies of 
Roosevelt and Truman, In any case, he affirmed his allegiance to 
free enterprise as the "basic structure" of American society. He an- 
nounced that he would dedicate his efforts to a healthier, more 
secure, and more prosperous America; but at the same time he 
declared: "Our national commitment is to a free economy to the 
belief that an economic system based on freedom of choice, freedom 
of opportunity and freedom of decision is more productive and crea- 
tive than any system devised by man." Not only did he pledge that 
he would not abandon our free enterprise system, but he declared 
that he would oppose all attempts to limit its freedom, whether by 
centralized government or by private monopoly. 8 

INDIVIDUALISM, OLD STYLE 

Individualism in American history has not been confined, of 
course, to advocacy of free enterprise and free competition. There 
has also been a broader theory which has championed independ- 
ence, self-reliance, and the right to follow preferences and interests 
in a number of spheres. Philosophers almost without number have 
sponsored this broader individualism, but none more vigorously and 
appealingly than the two great Transcendentalists of the last cen- 
tury, Emerson and Thoreau. In defending moral and intellectual 
freedom, Emerson characterized society as a "conspiracy against the 
manhood of every one of its members/' Whoso would be a man, he 
declared, "must be a nonconformist." As for the state, "it must follow 
and not lead the character and progress of the citizen." Its function 
is to produce the wise man, and his actual appearance will be the 
signal for the state to dissolve. Its facilities, and those of society as 
well, will no longer be needed. Meanwhile, the fewer laws the bet- 
ter; and even those which are necessary, good men should not obey 
too well. 9 
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"horeau carried his revolt against both society and the state so 
as to assert a doctrine of individual nullification. No government, 
said, can have any "pure right over my person or property but 
at I concede to it/' He would not have men cultivate respect for 

law, but rather respect for the right. One man standing for the 
it was worth more than the largest of majorities in the wrong, 
vernment Thoreau compared to a timid old woman alone with 

silver spoons. That government was best which governed not 
all; and when men were ready for it, that would be the kind of 
'eminent they would have. 10 

The individualist philosophy of Jacksonian Democracy and of the 
bulent decades of sectional controversy preceding the Civil War 
s forcefully expressed by William Leggett, Theodore Parker, and 
tit Whitman. As a crusader against monopolies," William Leggett 
ically opposed paternalism in all its forms. He demanded that 
i authority of the state be restricted to the "protection of person 
1 property from domestic and foreign enemies." The only excep- 
a he would countenance was the promotion of education. "See 
.t the people are educated," he counseled, "and then leave every 
n to take care of himself and of those who have a natural claim 
his protection." He would not even approve government assist- 
ie to the poor, to the sick and disabled, or to the insane. "Public 
irities," he thundered, "are founded on erroneous principles, and 
infinitely more harm than good." Regulations of morality also 
ne under his ban. For gambling and other vices, he argued, "the 
>at and only salutary corrective" is public opinion. If the moral 
ise of the community cannot suppress them, they cannot be sup- 
;ssed at all, no matter how many statutes and edicts may be issued 
linst them. Even such public functions as inspecting and gauging, 
ggett considered unnecessary and potentially vicious. He would 
/e been glad to see the whole army of collectors, snoopers, exam- 
ars, and 'lickspittles" swept off the earth or forced to join the line 
march into some "democratic" occupation. The nation, he hoped, 
uld finally discover that the "true democratic principle, and the 
e principle of political economy, is 'Let us alone/ " X1 
<Vs a foremost crusader against slavery, the liberal New England 
ilosopher Theodore Parker essayed the role of a defender of 
rthern initiative and ingenuity and even of Yankee acquisitiveness. 
>tead of deploring northern materialism in contrast with southern 
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"chivalry" and "devotion to culture," he gloried in it, He declared 
the acquisition of property to be almost a summum bonum, "No 
nation/' he exclaimed, "was ever too well fed, clad, housed, adorned, 
and comforted in general." The peoples of the world "must think 
chiefly of what they shall eat and drink and wherewithal be clothed." 
If they do not, civilization will perish. He advised all men to shun 




End of the Union Pacific track, near Archer, Wyoming, 1867. Railroad- 
building was one of the principal interests of speculators and promoters in 
the Gilded Age that followed the Civil War. Union Pacific R.R. 

poverty, to seek a generous competence for themselves and their 
families. There is nothing shameful in this, provided the competence 
is acquired honestly. The idea that men should spurn wealth and 
deny themselves luxuries and comforts is a relic of an outworn 
asceticism. America would never have become great on any such 
basis. "Much and permanent property is the indispensable condition 
for the advance and development of mankind, in mind and con- 
science, heart and soul." Parker did set, however, one limitation to 
the acquisition of wealth-"A man must earn all he takes." "If a man 
fully pay in efficient, productive toil and thought, he is entitled to 
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all he gets, one dollar or many million dollars/* The author saw no 
contradiction between this and his doctrine that property must rest 
upon justice and that ownership must be widely distributed. 12 

For Walt Whitman individualism was almost entirely an ideal 
of the spirit. As a democrat he glorified man in the mass, but he be- 
lieved that to democracy was surely joined another principle, indis- 
pensable to it but opposite and complementary, as one sex to the 
other. This second principle was individuality, or personalism, form- 
ing a "compensating balance-wheel of the successful working ma- 
chinery of aggregate America/' To aid in the development of strong 
individuality is the primary purpose of a democratic republic. It 
is this which gives character to the nation and provides the basis 
of its civilization. "What does civilization rest upon/* inquired Whit- 
man, "but rich, luxuriant, varied personalism?" It is this that makes 
possible the entire esthetic culture ^of a nation and thereby gives it 
its genuine greatness. So earnest was Whitman on this score that 
he suggested the establishment of a science of personalism, "the 
object of which should be to raise up and supply through the States 
a copious race of superb American men and women, cheerful, re- 
ligious, ahead of any yet known/* He wanted them to emerge as 
"clear-blooded," erect, healthy specimens, with sound digestion, 
voices like music, and "eyes of calm and steady gaze.** He pictured 
them as ardent, aspiring, and full of adventure in youth, and brave, 
perceptive, and restrained in maturity. 13 How he would prevent 
them from becoming a ruling elite, in the early stages when they 
would be only a minority, he did not make clear. 

The period from 1865 to 1900 is commonly regarded as the Golden 
Age of American individualism. But it was an individualism which 
emphasized initiative, enterprise, aggressiveness, industry, and fru- 
gality. Few writers had much to say about the importance of free- 
dom for self-development or to enable the individual to make a 
larger contribution to culture. Almost none said anything about the 
ultimate sovereignty of conscience or the right of the individual to 
defy authority when morally convinced that a statute or edict was 
wrong. 

The most fully developed philosophy of individualism in this age 
of bold and bearded plunderers was that of William Graham Sum- 
ner. As a crusty and cynical Social Darwinist, Sumner plunged into 
the sea of theory from two basic assumptions. The first was the 
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premise that poverty is the natural condition of mankind, and the 
second was the doctrine that struggle is the law of the universe. 
Because of the niggardliness of nature, human beings, like all or- 
ganic species, must struggle for the necessaries of life. This struggle, 
if allowed to proceed unhindered, results in the elimination of the 
unfit and the survival of the strongest and best. Socialism and all 
other forms of paternalism would reverse this process and, by sup- 
porting and assisting the weak, would preserve the "unfittest." Sum- 
ner, therefore, would tolerate nothing but a rigorous application of 
economic individualism. He wanted to abolish all monopolies, pro- 
tective tariffs, and regulatory agencies, and institute a regime of 
dog-eat-dog competition. Like William Leggett, he would repeal all 
laws for the regulation of morality not because they are futile, but 
because they are worse than futile. Nine tenths of the measures for 
preventing vice are really "protective towards it, because they ward 
off the penalty." If government will let nature alone, she will cure 
vice by her own frightful penalties. The drunkard should be left in 
the ditch, so that nature may "work away at him to get him out of 
the way." No laws should be passed against gambling "and less 
mentionable vices" lest the persons weak enough to succumb to such 
sins be preserved to procreate offspring like themselves. Without 
the laws, the vices will "cure themselves by the ruin and dissolution 
of their victims." 14 Sumner was using almost the same language as 
did Heinrich von Treitschke in justifying war as "a terrible medi- 
cine for the human race." The two men seemed equally oblivious of 
the frightful toll of innocent victims that would have to be charged 
to their peculiar therapeutics. 

In common with most individualists, Sumner regarded private 
ownership as one of the great blessings of mankind. Unlike some, 
he did not insist that ownership be widely distributed. For him it 
was sufficient that property be acquired by one's own efforts or 
lawfully inherited. He would raise no question as to the amount. 
Indeed, he was quite impatient with "waitings about the danger of 
the accumulation of great wealth in few hands." Many of the needs 
of society, he contended, require large accumulations of capital. And 
capital, to be effective, "must be in few hands, for the simple reason 
that there are very few men able to handle great aggregations of 
capital." He had another purpose, also, for not wishing to challenge 
anyone's right to extensive possessions. "The reason why I defend 
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the millions of the millionaire/' he wrote, "is not that I love the 
millionaire, but that I love my own wife and children, and that I 
know no way in which to get the defense of society for my hundreds 
except to give my help, as a member of society, to protect his mil- 
lions." 

No Israelites ever yearned for the fleshpots of Egypt more ardently 
than did Sumner for the comfort and security symbolized by the 
possession of property. Property was dear to him not only for the 
sensual pleasure it could afford but also as a support for everything 
else he held dear. He regarded it as the shield and buckler of civil 
liberty, which "begins and ends with freedom of production, free- 
dom of exchange, and security of property." The man he considered 
the most valuable bulwark of civilization was the Forgotten Man, 
"the clean, quiet, virtuous/' hard-working citizen, who pays his 
debts and taxes, and has a bank account which becomes a part of 
the store of capital available for the progress of society. 15 

An individualism much less deeply rooted in economics was pro- 
pounded by William James. In his judgment society was completely 
atomistic, and nothing was of any consequence except the welfare 
of its component members. Since the progress of nations is directly 
proportional to the variation of individuals from the mass, complete 
tolerance should be accorded to every individual or set of individ- 
uals with a unique idea from which any conceivable good may come. 
Anarchists, nihilists, free silverites, free lovers, socialists, single- 
taxers, prohibitionists, antivivisectionistsall should be allowed to 
preach and practice their doctrines. They and their conservative 
opponents arrayed against them "are simply deciding through actual 
experiment by what sort of conduct the maximum amount of good 
can be gained and kept in this world." In the competition the 
freakish ideas will generally be weeded out. But once in a while 
some genius will bring forth a revolutionary idea that will be found 
to yield "more prosperous fruit" than the "truth" it displaces. But 
only by keeping the competition open can such discoveries be made. 
James would not even approve of a system of compulsory licensing 
of physicians lest it result in a rigid orthodoxy maintained by the 
mandarins of the profession. He had no confidence in the faith 
healers who would be debarred by such licensing, but he deplored 
the shutting down on the "extremely important experiences" "these 
peculiar creatures" were rolling up. 16 
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There remains a consideration of the Gospel of Wealth as an 
expression of nineteenth century individualism. Though the name 
given to it implies an economic content, such was not wholly the 
case. Most of its exponents believed in the moral authority of the 
doctrines they preached, and some traced them to a divine sanction. 
The basis of the theory of the Gospel of Wealth was Puritanism, 
and still farther back, Calvinism. To be diligent, frugal, self-reliant, 
and ambitious was to walk in a path pleasing to God, according 
to the Geneva Reformer and his New England disciples. Such con- 
duct would keep one immune from the wiles of the Devil and would 
be calculated to produce a surplus of wealth for the glory of the 
Kingdom. If great wealth came into the possession of an individual, 
he must regard it as a trust placed in his hands for the doing of 
good. This was the doctrine of stewardship, which was at least as 
old as Cotton Mather. From early New England sources it was car- 
ried into the nineteenth century by such doughty theologian-philoso- 
phers as Noah Porter, James McCosh, and Mark Hopkins, presidents 
of Yale, Princeton, and Williams, respectively. 

The first formulation of the Gospel of Wealth for popular con- 
sumption seems to have been the work of Russell H. Conwell, a 
Baptist minister of Philadelphia who later founded Temple Univer- 
sity. Conwell set forth his economic message in a clumsily worded, 
ungrammatical lecture entitled "Acres of Diamonds," which he is 
supposed to have delivered six thousand times from platforms 
throughout the nation. Its central theme was the religious duty of 
getting rich because money is a badge of honesty and diligence 
and because it will enable its possessor to do good in the world. 
Poverty, on the other hand, is not merely an evidence of sloth, but 
is a sign of God's punishment for sin. Good people, therefore, should 
have no sympathy for the poor, for "there is not a poor person in the 
United States who was not made poor by his own shortcomings, or 
by the shortcomings of some one else/' A man who has been in busi- 
ness for twenty years and has not made at least $500,000 ought to be 
shunned by his neighbors or driven from the community as a moral 
leper. 17 The Gospel of Wealth received even more attention when 
it was made the subject of an article by Andrew Carnegie in the 
North American Review in 1889. Carnegie had the merit of invest- 
ing his opinions with more humanity for the poor than did Conwell, 
or at least he had more grace in expressing them. But the dominant 
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According to many historians, unrestrained individualism, based upon Social 
Darwinist principles, and supported by high tariffs, was bound to result in 
monopoly. Courtesy of The New-York Historical Society, New York City 

theme was essentially the same. Ruthless competition is the basic 
law of industrial society. All progress depends upon it. This law soon 
operates to bring into existence wide disparities of wealth. Huge 
fortunes, more than can be judiciously expended by one man and 
his family, come into the possession of the few, while the many share 
what is left in proportion to their lower degrees of ambition and 
ability. Though this may seem unjust, it is a necessary provision to 
stimulate the race to improve its condition. The rich man, however, 
must not consider that his wealth is his own to do with as he likes, 
Instead, it is a trust which he is given to administer for the welfare 
of society. 

The canny steelmaster preached his ideal with a fervor almost 
evangelical. He described it as "the true antidote for the temporary 
unequal distribution of wealth." He portrayed it as a means for the 
reconciliation of the rich and the poor a reign of harmony "a 
Utopia, superior to that of the Communist," yet differing from com- 
munism "in requiring only the further evolution of existing condi- 
tions, not the total overthrow of our civilization," It would usher in 
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an ideal state, "in which the surplus wealth of the few will become, 
in the best sense, the property of the many." 



INDIVIDUALISM RECONSIDERED 

As the nineteenth century faded into the past, ideas of individ- 
ualism in America began to give place to what appeared to be a 
robust collectivism. The Populists advocated government ownership 
of railroads, grain elevators, and telegraph and telephone lines. 
They also recommended licensing and control of corporations and 
government guarantees of bank deposits. The Progressive movement, 
in both its Republican and Democratic phases, included in its re- 
form program the prohibition of child labor, the enactment of more 
stringent antitrust legislation, federal control of banking, and the 
use of inheritance and income taxes to level down great fortunes. 
The "collectivist" proposals of the New Deal are so well known as 
to make enumeration unnecessary. Suffice it to say that in such fields 
as labor legislation, public utility regulation, and social security they 
went far beyond the recommendations of the earlier movements. 

Yet none of these reform programs sponsored the type of col- 
lectivism demanded by Socialists and Communists. There was not 
one clamor for the abolition of capitalism, the destruction of free 
enterprise, or the supplanting of the wage system by some other 
means of compensation. Underlying all of the platforms was a strong 
conviction of the importance of the individual. What the reformers 
wanted was not the submergence of the individual in a collectivist 
economic regime but the restoration and, if possible, the enlarge- 
ment of his opportunities. It was the restriction of these opportuni- 
ties by trusts and interlocking directorates and by the grasping over- 
lords of transportation and finance that had deprived the individual 
of his rightful chance to gain for himself a place in the sun. The 
chief victims of exploitation in the eyes of both Populists and Pro- 
gressives were the farmers and small businessmen. The New Dealers 
added the industrial worker, not with a view to making him the 
owner of the means of production, but simply to gain for him better 
terms as a hired laborer. 

Prophets of a new individualism, in the years that make up our 
century, have been numerous and important. And a surprising una- 
nimity has prevailed among them. With rare exceptions they have 
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conceived of individuality as equality of opportunity. There was 
nothing particularly novel in this, for Lincoln had presented the 
same conception long before. But the prophets of the new age were 
ready to go to much greater lengths to give effect to the ideal They 
would clip the wings of the rich and powerful in almost any degree 
necessary to accord to the little man a chance to get off the ground. 
They were not revolutionists, however. They had not come to destroy 
but to fulfill. They believed that capitalism could be made to work 
for the good of the many and not chiefly for the enrichment of the 

A Bessemer furnace during a "blow." The development of giant industry, 

with a wide distribution of stock ownership, constitutes to some theorists a 
new phase of "individualism/* In which the big corporation has become a 
public service agency. Photo by Bethlehem Steel Corp. 
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few. Typical of their viewpoint were the ideas of such diverse figures 
as Franklin D. Roosevelt, Henry Wallace, Wendell Willkie, and 
Walter Lippmann. 

The great architect and executive of the New Deal affirmed his 
belief in the "sacredness of private property'* and avowed his inten- 
tion of making "American individualism what it was intended to 
beequality of opportunity for all, the right of exploitation for 
none." 18 His Secretary of Agriculture and, subsequently, Vice-Presi- 
dent and Secretary of Commerce insisted that "the spirit of free 
competition will and must continue to be one of our main driving 
forces/' This spirit, or something closely akin to it, he identified with 
Horatio Alger, who "is not dead in America and never will be." 19 
But in an earlier context he seemed to entertain some doubts, for 
he asserted that "liberty of opportunity is not automatic in a coun- 
try whose frontiers are closed and in which 90 per cent of jobs 
in industry are controlled by corporations." 20 

As the white hope of the liberal Republicans to spike the Roose- 
velt ambitions for a third term, Wendell Willkie nevertheless com- 
mitted himself to much of the New Deal philosophy. He told the 
Toledo Civic Forum and Rotary Club in March, 1940: "If the Gov- 
ernment of the United States will sincerely dedicate itself to the 
purpose of making men free to carry on their economic enterprises, 
and of making it posisble for 'the man with brains to get into the 
game/ then this country . . . will resume an economic progress 
which will be even greater in the future than it has been in the past." 
A month later he gave a thinly veiled warning before the American 
Newspaper Publishers Association: "If free economic enterprise is 
unable to provide jobs and products for this country, then, obvi- 
ously, some other system should be tried." 21 Walter Lippmann 
wrote in similar vein during the years when the bloom was still 
on the New Deal. The surest way to kill individualism, he cautioned, 
was to put upon the individual person burdens too great for him to 
carry. It followed that the true defenders of the ideal were those 
who were "laboring to distribute justly the social risks of our im- 
mensely complicated society." 22 

In popular legend the exemplar of rugged individualism in the 
twentieth century is Herbert Hoover. Without doubt he is a foe 
of regimentation, of a planned society, of currency-tinkering, and of 
attempts to promote prosperity by restricting production. Yet as 
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President, he approved the setting up of Grain and Cotton Stabiliza- 
tion Corporations to take surplus wheat and cotton off the market, 
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation to rescue railroads and 
other business corporations from bankruptcy and to lend money to 
land banks and agricultural credit corporations, and the Commodity 
Credit Corporation to make loans directly to farmers for the pur- 
pose of pegging prices. He even approved plans for limited con- 
struction of public works, though he condemned proposals of suffi- 
cient size to provide effective unemployment relief lest they involve 
"pork-barrel" legislation. Nine years before he became President 
he expounded his philosophy that individualism is the equivalent 
of equality of opportunity. We must safeguard to every individual, 
he wrote, an equality of opportunity to take that position in the 
community which he clearly merits on the basis of intelligence, 
character, ability, and initiative. Individualism is the one source of 
human progress, the primary force which has motivated American 
civilization for three centuries. Progress to even greater perfection 
is certain if we will "hold an abiding faith in the intelligence, the 
initiative, the character, the courage, and the divine touch in the 
individual/ 7 23 

The most evocative and original advocates of a revised individual- 
ism after 1900 were not Presidents or cabinet members but an 
eminent philosopher and a brilliant lawyer, who later became a Su- 
preme Court justice. The philosopher was John Dewey. At the be- 
ginning of the depression when waves of radical discontent were 
lapping at the foundations of the American economy, Dewey pub- 
lished his Individualism, Old and New. In it he deplored the growth 
of a "corporate" society, destroying initiative and independence and 
requiring more and more conformity. The emergence of vast com- 
binations for the production and distribution of goods, the mechani- 
zation of industry, and the integration of sports and amusements 
and of transportation and communication, were reducing the indi- 
vidual to a cog in a machine. Even crime, he pointed out, was be- 
coming organized and syndicated. Added to all these were the 
effects of mass unemployment and insecurity in producing fear and 
a sense of bewilderment. The old idea of a sovereign individual 
making his way to the top by sheer initiative, industry, and ability 
under a regime of free competition had become largely meaningless. 
The individualism of the future must take into account the changing 
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conditions of society. The citizen cannot be left to struggle for him- 
self as a confused and helpless being in an alien world. He must be 
freed from anxiety and insecurity by the collective intelligence of 
the group. 

The problems of modern times, according to Dewey, are not 
primarily physical; they involve human and social relations rather 
than the conquest and control of the natural environment. They are 
problems of war, unemployment, poverty, insecurity, and race and 
class conflict. The obstacles standing in the way of their solution 
are prejudice, ignorance, fear, and the persistence of outworn ideas. 
Nothing can remove such obstacles but the consistent application of 
the scientific method to all branches of education. We must analyze 
causes and attempt to predict and control consequences instead of 
continuing to think and act in "prescientific 'moral* terms/' Only in 
this way can the individual be saved from the mass pressures de- 
stroying his independence and be set once more on the road to an 
equal chance with his fellows. 

More keenly critical of the ravages of modern economic develop- 
ments upon the independence of the individual was Justice Louis 
D. Brandeis. He saw the growth of giant corporations as a menace 
not only to equality of opportunity but to every value that makes 
life worth living. They were creating a mode of existence so in- 
human as to "make our former Negro slavery infinitely preferable." 
The master, at least, owned the slave and therefore had an incentive 
to care for his property. The trusts considered their employees as 
something to be worked to the point of exhaustion and then thrown 
aside. The result was physical and moral degeneracy and the divest- 
ing of human beings of every quality that raised them above the 
animal level. The reason for this was not the innate depravity of 
their employers but the fact that excessive power corrupts those 
who wield it. The very size of a great corporation deprives those 
who manage it of a sense of responsibility for their workers. They 
become the agents of a multitude of absolute owners, the stock- 
holders, who care for nothing but increased dividends. The stock- 
holders are remote, often hundreds of miles from the people who 
toil for them, and know nothing of the conditions under which their 
dividends are actually earned. Such a system, Brandeis believed, 
made economic democracy impossible and industrial despotism al- 
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most inevitable. He wondered how long under the circumstances 
political democracy could really endure.- 4 

Brandeis proposed numerous expedients to preserve the kind of 
individualism he prized so highly. To begin with, he would abolish 
all forms of corporate giantism that fostered monopoly and irrespon- 
sibility. He admitted that competition involves waste, but so, he con- 
tended, does democracy. The gains in both cases cancel the losses. 
He recommended also positive measures for preserving the freedom 
and self-reliance of the individual. One would be the maintenance 
of private property and private enterprise. He was opposed to 
all forms of government ownership, and he doubted that any man 
can be really free unless he has a substantial measure of economic 
independence. He proposed further that labor unions be fully pro- 
tected in their right to use collective bargaining as a check upon the 
arbitrariness of capitalists. He believed that power must always be 
set to curb power, and that bringing representatives of capital and 
labor together in direct negotiation would force each side to see the 
other's point of view. He recognized the need for shorter hours 
and regular days of rest, in order that men and women may conserve 
their health and "fit themselves to be citizens of a free country." 
Like the ancient Athenians, he equated freedom with leisure. 

But Brandeis was just as deeply concerned with a higher standard 
of living for the masses in order to abolish the misery that conies 
from poverty. To this end he recommended a guaranteed annual 
wage, which would be a fixed charge upon the operations of indus- 
try, in the same class with interest on bonds or other indebtedness. 
In his judgment, irregularity of employment was one of the worst 
features of the industrial system. The time had come, he maintained, 
when society and labor should demand continuity of employment. 
The best way to ensure it was to insist that workingmen be paid 
throughout the year, on the same basis as the officers of a corpora- 
tion. If the employees had to be paid at regular intervals whether 
they worked or not, they would undoubtedly be kept working. The 
result would be greater productivity and more wealth for distribu- 
tion equitably throughout the population. 20 

Finally, Justice Brandeis presented a strong case for industrial 
democracy. He pointed out that, politically, the individual is about 
as free as it is possible for him to become. Every man, he claimed, 
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has his voice and his vote, and "can therefore secure an adequate 
part in the government of the country in all of its political rela- 
tions." But the position of the worker in his industrial relations is 
that of a mere subject bound to submit to the will of an untempered 
oligarchy. He has no control whatever over company policy and 
little or no voice in determining his own fate. But democracy in 
the industrial sphere is just as important as political democracy. It 
is essential for the proper education and development of the indi- 
vidual and for giving him the status of a free man rather than a 
human tool. The solution is to be found in participation by labor 
representatives in all important company decisions. Competent 
representatives of the workers should sit on the board of directors 
and grapple with the complicated problems of profit and loss, hiring 
and firing, supplying and creating markets. They would acquire in 
this way a sense of dignity and a knowledge of how difficult it is 
to run a business without suffering disastrous losses. It would be an 
expedient better than profit-sharing, for it would give to its bene- 
ficiaries a consciousness of responsibility and make them citizens of 
the realm most vital to them that which provides their livelihood. 
In no other way can the destiny of the great mass of our people 
be fulfilled. Democracy must be concerned not merely with the pro- 
vision of social justice but with the perfection of manhood. 20 

Individualism as an expression of mission has evoked less disagree- 
ment than almost any other American ideal. Though by no means 
all of our spokesmen and prophets have accepted the ruthlessness 
of the Social Darwinists, few indeed have been outright collectivists. 
The overwhelming majority have set their faces sternly against treat- 
ing the individual as a means to some social end. They have sub- 
scribed almost instinctively to the sacredness of human personality 
and have taken it for granted that this is a basic element in the 
American tradition. The chief divergence of opinion lies between 
those who have insisted that unrestricted competition is the key to 
both the happiness of the individual and the good of society and 
those who have maintained that neither can enjoy maximum bene- 
fits unless the government intervenes to assist in the solution of 
social problems. But for both schools of theorists the welfare of 
the individual is a dominant concern. 
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Chapter Seven 

The Ethnic Rationalization 



A 



conviction of race superiority may be both a cause and a 
consequence of a nation's consciousness of mission. If 
a people already feel that they have been endowed by God or by 
nature with talents surpassing those of their neigbhors, they will 
almost inevitably conclude that it is their destiny to redeem or to 
dominate their inferior brethren. Conversely, if they start out, as the 
ancient Hebrews did, with the idea of a divine appointment to 
lead and regenerate the nations of the earth, they will seek to justify 
their exalted mission by claims to a superior inheritance. Pride in 
ethnic endowments makes a tempting appeal to a people feeling 
themselves called to some glorious purpose. As Emerson expressed 
it: "Men hear gladly of the power of blood or race. Everybody likes 
to know that his advantages cannot be attributed to air, soil, sea, 
or to local wealth as mines and quarries, nor to laws and traditions, 
nor to fortune; but to superior brain, as it makes the praise more per- 
sonal to him." x 

Ideas of race superiority in the United States have shown a tenac- 
ity almost unmatched by that of any other doctrijie. From colonial 
times until well into the twentieth century there has never been a 
period when men of influence and prominence could not be found 
in substantial numbers arrayed on the side of ethnological prejudice. 
And it is a melancholy fact that their ranks have included some of 
the most liberal and humane thinkers in American history. 

In his "Notes on the State of Virginia," written between 1781 and 
1785, Thomas Jefferson characterized the Negroes as a race with 
"a strong and disagreeable odor," lacking the capacity for affection, 
and much inferior to the whites in reasoning. He doubted that anv 
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Negro existed with an ability to trace and comprehend the "investi- 
gations of Euclid." He declared that he had never found one capable 
of uttering a thought "above the level of plain narration." Compar- 
ing the American slaves with the more intelligent slaves of the 
Romans, he contended that it was nature and not bondage that ac- 
counted for the difference between them. A few years before his 
death James Madison incorporated in a letter to Lafayette an acrid 
criticism of Miss Fannie Wright for her "universally obnoxious" opin- 
ions in favor of "amalgamating the white and black population." 2 
Both Madison and Jefferson regarded slavery as an evil and hoped 
for its ultimate extinction, but neither believed that the Negro 
could ever rise to the intellectual level of the Caucasian, and they 
denied that the two races could live in harmony on a plane of 
equality. The only solution they could envisage was gradual eman- 
cipation followed by deportation to Africa. 

Many other Americans of broad sympathies clung to the notion 
that ineradicable differences between Negroes and Caucasians allo- 
cate the former to an inferior status and condemn them as forever 
unfit to share the social and political privileges accorded to the 
latter. In his famous debates with Stephen A. Douglas before the 
Civil War, Abraham Lincoln referred to "a natural disgust in the 
minds of nearly all white people at the idea of an indiscriminate 
amalgamation of the white and black races/' He admitted that he 
did not know what should be done with the institution of slavery. 
His first impulse was to free all its victims and send them to Liberia, 
but a moment's reflection convinced him that this was impracti- 
cable. He then asked in consternation, "What next? Free them and 
make them politically and socially our equals?" His innermost feel- 
ings revolted against this. He contended that nature had fixed a 
gulf between the two races which would probably forbid forever 
their living together in perfect equality. And inasmuch as there had 
to be differences between them, he was in favor of the race to which 
he belonged "having the superior position." * 

Some fifty years later William Jennings Bryan, foremost spokes- 
man of agrarian democracy, scolded Theodore Roosevelt for giving, 
and Booker T. Washington for accepting, the first invitation to a 
Negro to dine at the White House. He feared that the motive on 
the part of both was an attempt to wipe out race lines. He criticized 
the Negro leader for deserting those of his own color "in order to 
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shine in white society." As for the President's part in the affair, it 
seemed to the Great Commoner an incomparable folly to add to 
domestic race problems "while we must meet another greater and 
more complicated race problem in the Orient." 4 



THE IMPORTANCE OF RACE 



To understand why race should have been regarded as so impor- 
tant by molders of opinion in America it is necessary merely to call 
to mind the circumstances of her history. To begin with, tlje settlers 
for the most part were a proud and ambitious lot. Though many of 
them had been persecuted or deprived of privileges, their convic- 
tion of righteousness and self-esteem had not been impaired. They 
sought all the more the justification to be obtained from pride in 
ethnic origins. It should be emphasized also that the settlers of 
America and their descendants for several generations were a con- 
quering people. Not only when they first landed but as they pushed 
their way into the western wilderness they found their path blocked 
by aborigines who often retaliated in dangerous and unorthodox 
ways against the seizure of their lands. Slaughtering the natives and 
despoiling them of their property were crimes which the perpetra- 
tors could justify only on the ground that the Indians were an in- 
ferior people and that the progress of civilization required them to 
give way to the more richly endowed Caucasians, 

Racism was strengthened further by the development of slavery. 
The ideological defense of the institution was elaborated in the 
South, especially after the invention of the cotton gin produced an 
extension of the plantation system and thereby increased the use of 
slave labor. But long before these developments the enslavement of 
the Negro was regarded by the majority of Americans in both North 
and South as the logical status for members of his race. It would 
appear that Roger B. Taney was essentially correct when he argued 
in the Dred Scott opinion that at the time the Constitution was 
adopted the Negro was generally considered an inferior being in no 
sense entitled to the rights and privileges of white citizens. He was, 
in fact, "so far inferior" that he was assumed to have no rights 
"which the white man was bound to respect," The Chief Justice 
went on to point out that in the early nineteenth century one State 
after another, including Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hamp- 
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shire, and Rhode Island, had passed laws discriminating against the 
Negro. It seemed, therefore, that members of the African race, 
whether free or slave, could never have been intended to enjoy the 
privileges and status accorded to whites. 5 

Affirmations of the importance of race have been so numerous in 
American history as to make one wonder whether those who ex- 
pressed them were not trying to convince themselves. Such state- 
ments were founded almost exclusively upon ignorance and upon 
specious reasoning, though uttered by men of wide reputation for 
learning and wisdom. Emerson, for example, argued that it was race 
which put "the hundred millions of India under the dominion of a 
remote island in the north of Europe." He advanced the preposter- 
ous claim that ethnic factors were the primary reasons why all Celts 
were Catholics and all Saxons Protestants. As one would expect, he 
considered the Jews a separate race and contended that race ac- 
counted for their keeping "the same character and employments" 
for two millenniums regardless of climate and changing conditions. 
Though he doubted the survival of many pure races and referred 
to the mingling of peoples as "the most potent advancer of nations," 

The Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor, figure of hope and deliverance 
to immigrants and refugees of many races. Port of New York Authority 
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he still found "plenty of well-marked types." Among these he dis- 
tinguished a "Norman" type, an "American" type, and a "Roman" 
type." 

Emerson's Transcendentalist colleague Theodore Parker was in 
some respects more realistic and practical minded; but on the sub- 
ject of race he professed a sentimentalism almost mystical Every 
people, he declared, "has a peculiar character in which it differs from 
all others that have been, that are, and possibly from all that are 
to come." He discovered the Ionian Greeks to have been character- 
ized by "a devotion to what is beautiful," the Romans by hardness 
and materialism, skill in organizing men, a turn for affairs, and a 
genius for legislation. The Saxon race he described as practical; less 
pious than moral; trusting to experiment, facts, and precedents; not 
philosophical but commercial, warlike, obstinate, grasping, ambi- 
tious to colonize, devoted to liberty and law, and possessing an apti- 
tude for "political confederations." These qualities, he averred, were 
not mere idiosyncrasies but sacred gifts, "given for some divine pur- 
pose to be sacredly cherished and patiently unfolded." 7 He refused 
to concede any capacity for cultural progress to the colored races. 
All the "great, permanent, and progressive" civilizations, he wrote, 
were Caucasian. Caucasians alone had produced "civilized" re- 
ligions and the great works of science, literature, poetry, and the 
fine arts. Liberal governments "democracies, republics, aristocra- 
cies, limited monarchies" were likewise Caucasian achievements. 
"No other race ever got beyond a despotism limited by fear of 
assassination." 8 

The South, of course, produced its full complement of exponents 
of the importance of race. For reasons not easy to explain, many of 
them drew their arguments from the Bible. Possibly it was because 
religion generally has a stronger hold upon an agrarian society, 
since the farmer is more isolated and more dependent upon the 
whims of nature. Doubtless it had a relationship also to the fact 
that a master class lives in a state of fear and cultivates religion for 
its uses in lulling the victims of domination into accepting their ser- 
vile status. In any event, the Bible was found to contain various 
passages which seemed to justify distinctions on an ethnic basis be- 
tween masters and slaves. Old Testament heroes were commanded 
by Yahweh to make slaves of foreigners whose ancestors had hin- 
dered the ambitions of the Chosen People in achieving their destiny. 
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True, members of the Chosen Race themselves sometimes became 
slaves for debt, but Hebrew law prescribed for them a more liberal 
treatment. At the end of six years they were to be set free, and they 
were not to be "sent away empty." The portions of the Old Testa- 
ment which seemed to make the strongest appeal to the southern 
aristocratic mind were those relating to the murder of Abel by Cain 
and the indignities committed by Ham, the son of Noah, against 
his father. Jefferson Davis expressed the common interpretation as 
follows: "When Cain, for the commission of the first great crime, 
was driven from the face of Adam, no longer the fit associate of 
those who were created to exercise dominion over the earth, he 
found in the land of Nod those to whom his crime had degraded 
him to an equality; and when the low and vulgar son of Noah, who 
laughed at his father's exposure, sunk by debasing himself and his 
lineage by a connection with an inferior race of men, he doomed his 
descendants to perpetual slavery/' " 

Davis, of course, was merely reiterating the theories of a whole 
school of apologists for Negro slavery. In some fashion it had been 
deduced that Ham was the father of the Negro race (apparently 
because the word <e ham" was sometimes given the meaning of "that 
which is black") and that when Noah cursed him and decreed that 
he and his descendants should be "a servant of servants" unto their 
brethren, he placed a stigma of inferiority upon that race for as 
long as the earth should last. It was a barbarous and benighted the- 
ory conceived in ignorance and born of prejudice, but it undoubt- 
edly had a powerful effect in buttressing the faith of the master race 
in its own superiority. 

It would be too much to suppose that southerners would confine 
their views on the importance of race to theories derived from the 
Bible. Jefferson Davis himself referred to a "natural" inferiority of 
the Negro which caused him to sink into crime and to fill the jails 
of those areas where he was not a slave. Servility was stamped upon 
his very nature, and from that he could never rise. Throughout his- 
tory the only factor that had saved him from barbarism was servi- 
tude. Davis even suggested that slavery might ultimately produce 
such an improvement in members of the black race that in God's 
good time they might safely be made free men: for slavery not only 
protected the Negroes in sickness and old age and kept them out 
of poorhouses and penitentiaries, but it "advanced them in intelli- 
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gence." "' John C. Calhoun extended the alleged inferiority of the 
Negro to all the colored races. He avowed that there was no instance 
in history of any colored race, "of any shade, being found equal to 
the establishment and maintenance of free government." In his view 
it was degrading, and fatal to American institutions, for white men 
to associate themselves as "equals, companions, and fellow-citizens" 
with any people of color, whether Negroes, Indians, or the mixed 
races of Mexico. 11 

That apologists for the planter aristocracy should have stressed 
the importance of race is hardly a source of wonder. What is really 
surprising is the fact that so many intellectuals in the North, after 
the Civil War, should have continued and even redoubled their 
efforts to make race appear to be the magic answer to the riddle of 
civilization. Thorstein Veblen found that the "dolicho-blond" stocks 
were "perceptibly more efficient in the machine industries," more 
materialistic, "more given to radical innovations," and more "social- 
istic" than other breeds. They were also "more industrially ad- 
vanced," and Protestant rather than Catholic. 12 Henry Adams 
poured out his doleful prophecies that the "dark races" would soon 
overwhelm a large part of the earth by force of numbers. In another 
fifty years, he lamented, the whites "would have to reconquer the 
tropics by war and nomadic invasion, or be shut up, north of the 
fortieth parallel." At other times the racial menace appeared to him 
in the guise of the Jews. Like the Nazis of later years, he conceived 
of the Jews as the chief bulwark of both socialism and international 
capitalism. Though he admired them for their vigor and enterprise, 
he loathed them as a threat to the stability of the Western world. 
He thought of nearly all of them as either radicals or gamblers. 
Their agitation against capitalism was undermining confidence and 
impairing the value of investments. Their operations as money- 
lenders were squeezing the lifeblood out of industry and trade in 
both Europe and America. Soon we should all be in the hands of 
the Jews, and they would be able to do what they pleased "with 
our values." 33 

One of the most decisive developments in American history was 
the beginning of large-scale immigration from the Orient and from 
southern and eastern Europe during the very period when the 
racial theories derived from Social Darwinism were gaining con- 
verts by the thousands. It is a fact, of course, that the popularity 




Immigrants in the 1880's awaiting distribution to the coal mines of Penn- 
sylvania. Most were Poles, Italians, and South Slavs. By W. A. Rogers. 
Harpers Weekly, 1888 

of these theories was directly related to the increased immigration, 
but their introduction came earlier. Social Darwinism was derived 
from the philosophy of Herbert Spencer. It represented an attempt 
to apply the Darwinian principle of natural selection to the sphere 
of institutions, customs, traditions, and ideas. Just as there was a 
struggle for existence among plants and animals, resulting in the 
elimination of the weak and unadaptable and the preservation of 
the fittest, so it was assumed that the competition of culture ele- 
ments and of civilizations themselves had similar results of weeding 
out the inferior and preserving the best. 

Although Spencer was interested primarily in the clash of social 
systems and institutions, some of his disciples extended the theory 
to a struggle among races and nations. For example, the American 
historian John Fiske energetically promoted the doctrine that those 
peoples who had achieved the greatest success in conquest and in 
the development of political organization necessarily represented 
superior types. John W. Burgess, constitutional lawyer and political 
philosopher at Columbia, warmly seconded Fiske's contentions. He 
endorsed the superior "morality" which Bismarck and Cavotir em- 
ployed to justify their use of force in unifying their nations. He 
lauded the peoples with an extraordinary genius for self-govern- 
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ment as "nations par excellence" and taught that they should not 
hesitate to "clear out" barbarous populations, by force, if necessary, 
and "righteously assume sovereignty" over any that failed to meet 
high standards of political stability. 14 

Theodore Roosevelt rejoiced that Anglo-Saxon democracy had 
preserved the two "best portions" of the earth's surface, temperate 
America and Australia, for the white race. Aristocratic governments 
would have encouraged Chinese immigration precisely as the south- 
ern slaveholding oligarchy had encouraged the slave trade. But 
democracy, "with the clear instinct of race selfishness, saw the race 
foe, and kept out the dangerous alien." Though as President he 
sought more than once to protect the Japanese against discrimina- 
tion, apparently because he admired their warlike qualities and 
their skill as colonial administrators, he expressed the opinion pri- 
vately that no greater calamity could befall the United States "than 
to have the Pacific slope fill up with a Mongolian population." 15 

The American philosophers whose thinking seems to have been 
most deeply affected by the coming to American shores of hordes 
of alien immigrants were the two Progressive reformers David Starr 
Jordan and Edward Alsworth Ross. Both professed to repudiate 
important elements in Social Darwinism. The former rejected the 
thesis that war results in the survival of the fittest among nations, 
and the latter condemned the rugged individualism of Spencer and 
most of his followers. Yet when it came to race, both were in accord 
with the theories of the most rabid of the Social Darwinists. Jordan 
considered the blood of a nation the cardinal factor determining its 
history. America, he contended, was essentially a Nordic nation, 
and no other quality could account for so much of its progress. "Its 
freedom was won and its integrity maintained by Nordic methods." 
In the life of any people, he wrote, the vital differences are not 
matters of education but of "hereditary potentialities." "A good 
stock is the only material out of which history can make a great 
nation." Jordan was firmly convinced that races differed from one 
another as radically as flocks of sheep or herds of cattle. He recog- 
nized an almost infinite variety of ethnic types. In his book, races 
included not merely Caucasians, Mongolians, and Negroes but 
Saxons, Jews, Greeks, Serbians, Montenegrins, Frenchmen, Italians, 
and numerous others. Each had its characteristics marking it off as 
a separate breed. Knowing its nature would make possible a fore- 
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cast of its achievements. The Saxon would make Saxon history 
wherever he went, the Jew would make Jewish history, and the 
Italian in whatever clime he might settle would "do deeds after his 
kind." 

Like all racists, Jordan believed that the peoples of the world 
could be divided into superior and inferior types, and that the 
problem of distinguishing them was a relatively simple one. In 
general, he considered the best stocks to be those which most 
closely approximated the blond, Nordic type and the worst to be 
those at the opposite end of the scale. He thought that he found 
scientific evidence for this distinction in a record he kept of the 
number of arrests in a nearby county in California. More than half 
of the persons accused of crimes were individuals with Italian 
names, "presumably Sicilian," and a large proportion of the others 
were Mexicans and Chinese. He could not escape the conclusion 
that the southern and eastern European "races" were distinctly 
below the cultural and moral level of such peoples as the British, 
the Scandinavians, and the Dutch. He despised the French as dis- 
solute and slovenly and the Spaniards and southern Italians as 
mentally backward. Even lower in the scale were the Mexicans, 
whom he described as "ignorant, superstitious, ill-nurtured, with 
little self-control and no conception of industry or thrift." Orientals 
he regarded as also beyond the pale, except the Japanese, whom he 
profoundly admired for their charming manners, their capacity for 
drawing pleasure from simple things, and their genius for "order 
and discipline." But it is significant that he made efforts to prove 
that the Japanese people were basically Aryan, though mixed with 
Chinese and Malay elements. Their earliest ancestors, he thought, 
were the now degenerate Ainus, "a branch of the Aryan race, be- 
longing to the group vaguely known as Turanian and remotely 
allied to the tribes of the Caucasus." 1G 

On a number of issues Jordan differed markedly from Edward 
Alsworth Ross, so markedly in fact that there was not room for both 
at Stanford. Ross antagonized Mrs. Stanford, and developments 
reached such a stage in 1900 that either President Jordan or his 
brilliant sociologist must go. When Ross refused to play the game 
of being eased out of Stanford "with dignity," and being shifted 
quietly to another university, Jordan fired him. Ross was disposed 
toward socialism and ridiculed Jordan's economic individualism. 
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Both were reformers; but where Ross favored direct benefits for the 
working classes, Jordan recommended that the worker be trained 
in vocational skills and then forced to shift for himself. On the 
subject of race, however, their views were almost identical, except 
that Ross had a stronger antipathy toward the immigrant types then 
flooding the country. He cast what he called his "practical eye" over 
the hordes of eastern Europeans who were settling in American 
industrial towns and found "from ten to twenty per cent" to be 
hirsute, low-browed, big-faced persons of obviously low mental- 
ity." He was sure that they ought to be garbed in skins and to be 
living "in wattled huts at the close of the Great Ice Age/' He looked 
at other gatherings of the foreign-born and discovered that "narrow 
and sloping foreheads were the rule." Short and small craniums 
were very noticeable. "Among the women, beauty, aside from the 
fleeting, epidermal bloom of girlhood, was quite lacking. In every 
face there was something wrong lips thick, mouth coarse, upper 
lip too long, cheek-bones too high, chin poorly formed, the bridge 
of the nose hollowed, the base of the nose tilted, or else the whole 
face prognathous." He saw so many "sugar-loaf heads, moon-faces, 
slit mouths, lantern-jaws, and goose-bill noses" that he was almost 
ready to believe that some demon had "amused himself by casting 
human beings in a set of skew-molds discarded by the Creator." 17 
With respect to the foregoing description, one wonders if Ross 
ever looked at the high cheek bones and broad, hirsute face of 
Thorstein Veblen, the moon-shaped physiognomy in a picture of 
Horace Greeley, or the tilted nose in a portrait of Thomas Jefferson. 
Yet he employed such meaningless data to support his demands for 
a restrictive immigration policy similar to that sponsored later by 
the Ku Klux Klan. He feared that the foreigners of the types de- 
scribed would "lower the general plane of intelligence, self-restraint, 
refinement, orderliness, and efficiency." He criticized them for their 
intemperance and for their sexual irregularities, which he was a 
good enough sociologist to ascribe to the excess of men among 
them. He noted that in the mining towns the women went about 
their homes barefoot, and that their clothing reeked with the odors 
of cooking and uncleanliness. He was shocked to discover that the 
miner bathed in the kitchen before the females and children of the 
household, and that women soon to become mothers appeared in 
public "unconcerned." 18 It did not seem to occur to him that some 



198 



The Ethnic Rationalization 



of these alleged moral deficiencies were the products of substandard 
economic conditions. But it was doubtless as easy then as it is now 
for the uncritical mind to be disturbed by radical departures from 
an accepted norm. 

It would be inaccurate, of course, to assume that leaders of 
thought in America were unanimous in considering blood to be the 
determining factor in a nation's progress. Long before the Nazis 
repelled every person of humane sympathies with the grotesqueries 
of their racial theories, a few noted Americans had rejected the 
superstition that a people's characteristics are ineradicably fixed 
by the nature of their ancestors. Before the end of the eighteenth 
century the enlightened physician Benjamin Rush expressed doubts 
that the innate intelligence of the Negroes was inferior to that of 
Caucasians. He was sure that most of the vices charged against 
Negroes were the offspring of slavery, which debased their under- 
standing and rendered their moral faculties torpid. 19 The Swiss- 
American Albert Gallatin, Secretary of the Treasury under Jefferson 
and Madison and founder of the American Ethnological Society, 

Students of many ethnic backgrounds mingle freely, under Quaker influ- 
ence, at the Westtown School, Westtown, Pennsylvania. Photo by Philadel- 
phia Inquirer 
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denounced all theories of race superiority as pretexts for "covering 
and justifying unjust usurpation and unbounded ambition." He con- 
tended that the progress of mankind should be credited much more 
to religious and political institutions than to race. 2 " 

After the Civil War few Americans seemed to recognize any in- 
consistency between demands for equality of rights for Negroes and 
assertions of the inborn superiority of the white race. One who did 
see the contradiction was George William Curtis, civil service re- 
former and man of letters. "Inferior race!" he exclaimed. "Was it 
they [the Negroes] who carved the skulls of our boys into drinking- 
cups and their bones into trinkets? Was it they who starved and 
froze our brothers into idiocy and madness at Andersonville and 
Bell-Isle? Was it they who hunted our darlings with bloodhounds, 
or hung faithful Union men before the very eyes of their wives and 
children?" He then called upon his Caucasian brothers, North and 
South, to "clasp hands in speechless shame, and confess that man- 
hood in America is to be measured not by the color of the skin, but 
by the quality of the soul." Regrettably, these assertions were tied 
in with atrocity propaganda against the South, but there is evidence 
that Curtis was capable at one time of broader reasoning. On the 
eve of the Civil War he had said that "national characteristics con- 
tinually blend and mingle, and gradually lead us to the reflection 
that . . . the races are but one race, human nature is everywhere 
endowed with the same rights and duties, and thus Christianity, or 
the doctrine and practice of universal brotherhood, becomes simply 
the ethical statement of a scientific fact." 21 



THE NOBLE ARYANS AND GODLIKE TEUTONS 

From the dawn of their history Americans seem to have taken 
it for granted that members of the Caucasian race had been miracu- 
lously endowed by God or by nature with qualities of mind and of 
morals which gave them a marked superiority over men with darker 
skins. But eventually the idea spread that not all Caucasians were 
alike that after the manner of George Orwell's animals, some were 
"more superior" than others. As early as 1846 Senator Thomas Hart 
Benton of Missouri proclaimed the "Celtic-Anglo-Saxon" division 
to be the van of the Caucasian race with a mission to spread over 
all the Americas and to reanimate the torpid peoples of the Old 
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World. The popularity of such notions rapidly increased after 1853- 
1855, when the Frenchman Joseph Arthur de Gobineau published 
his Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races. This work pur- 
ported to show that all the significant achievements of civilization 
had been made by members of the so-called Aryan division of the 
Caucasian race. Aryans, it was claimed, included the Greeks and 
Romans, the Hindus, the ancient Persians, and most of the peoples 
of northern and western Europe. Soon Aryanism was refined into 
Teutonisin, which glorified the Germanic peoples as the paragons 
of civilization and the purest representatives of the Aryan strain. 
Some of the prophets of the new doctrine worked themselves into 
a mystic frenzy over the peerless virtues of the godlike Teutons. 
Houston Stewart Chamberlain, British expatriate who lived in 
Germany and became active as a leader of the Wagnerian Circle, 
described the "great, radiant, heavenly eyes" of the Teutons, and 
their lengthened skulls, "which active brains, tortured by longing, 
had changed from the round lines of animal contentedness and 
extended towards the front/' He insisted upon classifying Dante as 
Teutonic because of his "expressive countenance and cupola-like 
forehead." 

American prophets of the racial mystique did not lag far behind 
their European brethren, and some of the things they said were 
just as nonsensical. Few of them tarried long over the Aryan thesis, 
and fewer still gave recognition to any other branch of the Cauca- 
sian race. James Russell Lowell suggested that the Jews were "per- 
haps the ablest," and he was sure that they were the "most tena- 
cious," race inhabiting the earth. He thought that ability was as 
natural and hereditary with them "as the curve of their noses," and 
he deplored the fact that they had not been given a greater share 
in the government of the world. 22 Lewis H. Morgan, lawyer turned 
anthropologist, who exerted an enormous influence through the 
publication of his Ancient Society and other works between 1850 
and 1880, taught that only two branches of the human race, the 
Semitic and the Aryan, had ever become civilized "through un- 
assisted self-development." The Aryan branch, he argued somewhat 
circuitously, "represents the central stream of human progress, be- 
cause it produced the highest type of mankind, and because it has 
proved its intrinsic superiority by gradually assuming the control of 
the earth." 23 

The idea that "assuming control over the earth" or a considerable 
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During the 1920s a revived Ku KIux Kian flourished as an anti-Catholic, 
anti-Jewish, anti-Negro organization. It wielded political and religious in- 
fluence in many sections, both North and South. Here some of its members 
are shown in a Northern church, with the Exalted Cyclops, and the Kleagle 
in the pulpit. United fress Photo 

portion thereof demonstrated the superiority of a race proved to be 
a popular one in American ethnological lore. With the vast majority 
of writers, however, it was applied to the so-called Anglo-Saxon race 
rather than to any such broad category as Aryans. The term Anglo- 
Saxon was used almost as a synonym for British, and sometimes 
even for English. Emerson, for example, found "on the English face" 
decision and nerve combined with the "fair complexion, blue eyes, 
and open and florid aspect," These gave rise, he believed, to "love 
of truth," "sensibility," "fine perception," and "poetic construction." 
"The fair Saxon Man," he continued, "is not the wood out of which 
cannibal, or inquisitor, or assassin is made, but he is moulded for 
law, lawful trade, civility, marriage, the nurture of children, for 
colleges, churches, charities, and colonies." 24 Why this description 
would not fit almost any of the civilized nations of northern and 
central Europe he did not make clear. He maintained that members 
of the English race alone could be trusted with freedom-freedom 
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which is double-edged and dangerous to any but the wise and 
robust." Their moral superiority armed them "with the sceptre of 
the globe." ss 

Theodore Parker likewise referred to the Anglo-Saxons as if they 
were identical with the English, though he also made allowance for 
the considerable infusion of Norman blood into the English stock 
after 1066. He admired all Teutonic peoples, but he considered the 
elements that had produced the English nation, and the American 
also, to be superior to the others. He praised them for their love 
of individual liberty, modified by decorum and a zeal for law and 
order; for their practical-mindedness; for their interest in Christian- 
ity and democracy; for their "invasive and aggressive disposition"; 
and, curiously, for their "intense materialism." - 

The most powerful voice upholding the identity of Anglo-Saxon 
and English civilizations and peoples was that of the Reverend 
Josiah Strong, Social Gospeler and drum major of the missionary 
movement in the 1870's and 1880's. Contemplating the products of 
the Anglo-Saxon mind as preserved in the English language, he did 
not see how anyone could question "that the destruction of these 
treasures would be a greater loss to the world than would the de- 
struction of all the thought embodied in any other language." "And 
may we not correctly infer," he asked, "that on the whole, the Anglo- 
Saxons are the intellectual leaders of the world?" Language, he 
affirmed, is "a wonderfully truthful expression" of the thoughts, 
ideals, character, institutions, and civilization of a people. Since the 
English language is one of the most pervasive on earth, it followed 
that the Anglo-Saxon was doing for the modern world what the 
Greek did for the ancient. "They each produced a civilization char- 
acterized by a high development of the individual; they each pro- 
duced an unequalled language and literature; and as the restless 
Greek carried his language and civilization around the Mediter- 
ranean, so the more restless Anglo-Saxon is carrying his language 
and civilization around the globe." He did not argue that the Anglo- 
Saxons duplicated the Greeks in every particular. But in those re- 
spects in which the Greeks "rendered supreme service to the world," 
notably in the development of individualism, "in the centrifugal or 
colonizing tendency," and in their power to impress their civiliza- 
tion upon the world, the Anglo-Saxons were certainly the "modern 
representatives" of the Greeks. 27 



The Ethnic Rationalization 203 

Paradoxical as it may seem, the two most eminent political thinkers 
in the United States of German origin also paid homage to the sup- 
posed identity of Englishmen and Anglo-Saxons. Francis Lieber 
thought that the "Anglican race" had been divinely appointed as 
the original workmen to build the temple of liberty, and that to 
learn true freedom, nations must go to America and England, in 
the same way that they would go to Italy to study music and the 
fine arts, to France to study science, or to Germany to "learn how 
to instruct and spread education." At the same time, he was no 
stickler for race purity. Most of the noblest nations, he asserted, 
had arisen from the mixture of others." 8 Carl Schurz agreed with 
Lieber in extolling the qualities of the Anglican breed. No other 
race, at so early a date, would have founded the "stern democracy" 
of the Plymouth colony. No other race possessed the bravery, the 
hardihood, and the stubborn enterprise to carve a civilization out of 
the wilderness. The members of this race had the enviable talent 
of acting when others merely think, of promptly executing their 
ideas, and of appropriating the ideas of others. The Anglo-Saxon 
spirit he regarded as the "locomotive of progress/' but it had made 
itself effective only insofar as it drew behind it a train consisting of 
the vigorous elements of all nations. The true greatness of the 
Anglo-Saxon race lay in the fact that it established and maintained 
its ascendancy without, at the same time, completely absorbing the 
other national elements. They modify each other, and their peculiar 
characteristics are <4 blended together by the all-assimilating power 
of freedom." 29 

A number of noted Americans, in the days when racism was in 
its prime, preferred to include in the chosen people a broader cate- 
gory than Anglo-Saxons. Henry Adams was willing to give credit 
to the "Aryans" as the creators of civil law. Woodrow Wilson 
thought it a deeply significant fact that democracy was to be found 
only in countries T^egotten of the English race'* and in Switzerland, 
"where old Teutonic habit" had been as firmly established as in 
England.* John Fiske expressly denied that the history of British 
institutions actually began with the English people. Instead, it de- 
scended "in unbroken continuity from the days when stout Armin- 
ius in the forests of northern Germany successfully defied the 
might of imperial Rome." In fact, he convinced himself that so 
many examples of primitive self-government existed throughout the 



204 The Ethnic Rationalization 

Aryan world "as to make it apparent that in its essential features 
it must be an inheritance from prehistoric Aryan antiquity." 31 Wil- 
liam James was so enamored of Germany that he never visited the 
country "without delight." He loved the beauty and order; "the 
smiles of the chambermaids"; the perfect carriage of the men, 
"taught to walk in the army"; the "moral earnestness and readiness 
to take you seriously"; the "loquacity"; the "simplicity." He was 
convinced that the "uncivilized" parts of the earth would be as 
safe under German as under British control. He could see no excuse 
for regarding the "Anglo-Saxon race" as the "sole providential ve- 
hicle" of colonial salvation. 32 

The most enthusiastic champion of the Germans as the elite of 
the Caucasian race was John W. Burgess. Completing his education 
in Germany when the Hohenzollern empire was at the height of 
its grandeur, he returned to his homeland imbued with deep re- 
spect for what he regarded as the distinctive qualities of the Ger- 
manic race. It was Germans who had accomplished the difficult 
feat of reconciling "Government and Liberty." This was an achieve- 
ment of the purest of the Teutonic tribes, the Angles, Saxons, and 
Jutes, all of whom migrated to the British Isles before they had 
become modified "in the slightest degree by contact with the civili- 
zation of the Roman Empire and of the Christian Church." More- 
over, the Germans, according to Burgess, were the founders of po- 
litical liberty as distinct from civil liberty. The former he defined 
as liberty of the subject to "participate in the operations of govern- 
ment," rather than a sphere of anarchic freedom beyond the control 
of government. The Germanic peoples were unique also in being 
guided in their political activities by reason. With them it was not 
mere will that was considered as sovereign, but will guided by 
reason. While the peoples of Latin Europe were recklessly destroy- 
ing the old ruling classes, "which contained most that there was 
of intelligence, character, and capacity," the Teutonic nations were 
discovering how, "under the rule of reason," to conserve all classes, 
to give to each its proper place in the social and political order and 
to employ the talents and energies of each for the highest develop- 
ment of the individual and the welfare of the whole community. 
Instead of mounting the barricades of revolution, the Teutonic 
nations followed the method of moderate change and constant re- 
pair. They learned how to fit the new into the old, instead of com- 
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pletely demolishing the old and replacing it with the "crude and 

untried new." 33 

The most valuable of all the Germanic accomplishments, accord- 
ing to Burgess, was the national state. This he regarded as the 
ne plus ultra of political achievements. The national state came 
nearer to solving all the problems of political society than any other 
institution ever devised. To begin with, it rescued the world "from 
the monotony of universal empire." Like a good Social Darwinist, 
Burgess believed that human beings advanced politically as well 
as individually by "contact, competition, and antagonism/* But the 
universal state suppressed this competition in its pursuit of a uni- 
versal reign of peace, which meant, in the long run, "stagnation and 
despotism/ 5 In the second place, the national state solved the prob- 
lem of the reconciliation of sovereignty and liberty. This became 
possible because such a state permits the participation of the gov- 
erned in the work of governing. Thus while the national state is the 
strongest on earth, it is also the freest. To be sure, it does not allow 
an extensive freedom in the sense of immunity from government; 
but its laws are recognized by the people who share in making them 
as expressions of what is necessary for the common rights and inter- 
ests. Obedience to such laws is realization of the truest liberty. 
Although the facts of history did not always support Burgess' opti- 
mism, even in the empire he most admired, there can be no doubt 
of his enthusiasm for the national state. In his view, it was the 

In some parts of the South desegregation has been markedly successful 
Here are Negro and white pupils in the cafeteria of a large city school. Wide 
World 
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supreme achievement of mankind, and the nations that produced 
it could be justifiably applauded as the political nations par excel- 
lence. 34 

For almost a century after 1840 the tendency of American writers 
to glorify the northern European peoples as bearers of the torch of 
civilization was overwhelming. It made little difference whether or 
not Anglo-Saxons were singled out as a special elite among the 
Teutons, for both peoples were almost universally believed to pos- 
sess the same characteristics. They were revered alike as the ex- 
emplars of liberty, obedience to law, representative democracy, and 
respect for the individual. Theodore Parker, who venerated the 
English, also acclaimed the Germans as the "noblest of earth's noble 
nations." For had they not invented printing and originated the 
Protestant Revolution? All the "generous glories" which had ac- 
cumulated "from fighting Arminius down to the thoughtful von 
Humboldt" wove a halo round the head of the humblest Fritz and 
Gretchen. 35 Jefferson Davis held that the principle of self-govern- 
ment, "generated in the German forests before the days of the 
Caesars," had given the ancient Teutons a "self-reliance and pa- 
triotism" which enabled them to check the flight of the Roman 
eagles and to become the guardians of liberty for central and north- 
ern Europe. Through the Saxons the principle of self-government 
was transplanted in England, and was carried thence into the wilds 
of America. All the great benefits in the form of free institutions 
enjoyed by both North and South could be traced ultimately to 
German origins. 36 

THE GREAT RACE AND ITS DESTINY 

Even in the days when ethnic dogmas were at their peak, Ameri- 
cans seldom thought of themselves as a separate race. Indeed, it 
was practically impossible to do so, since most of their institutions, 
to say nothing of their language and culture, had obviously been 
imported from across the sea. It seemed more logical to speak of 
an Anglo-Saxon race, of which Americans were merely the youngest 
but undoubtedly the most promising branch. A few theorists, how- 
ever, were not satisfied with this and proposed to take in the whole 
Germanic breed as the people destined to inherit the earth. For in- 
stance, John W. Burgess maintained that the Teutonic nations were 
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"intrusted, in the general economy of history, with the mission of 
conducting the political civilization of the modern world." In par- 
ticular, they were called to extend political civilization into those 
parts of the world inhabited by "unpolitical and barbaric races." 
They should also consider themselves authorized to "interfere" in 
the affairs of nations not wholly barbaric, which have made some 
progress in state organization, but which are manifestly incapable 
of solving political problems "with any degree of completeness/ 7 
Such nations are a threat to civilization everywhere. The Teutonic 
peoples should never regard the exercise of political power as a 
right of man. It must be based upon capacity to "discharge political 
duty," and the Teutonic peoples themselves are the best judges of 
when and where that capacity exists. Indifference on the part of 
these peoples to political failure and incapacity is not only a mis- 
taken policy but disregard of a solemn obligation. The Teutonic 
nations are "the political nations of the modern era." To them has 
been given the noble mission of organizing the world politically. 
If less gifted peoples resist, their political superiors have the right 
to "force organization upon them by any means necessary, in their 
honest judgment," to accomplish the beneficial result. 37 

Most other Americans who wrote on the subject conceived of 
racial destiny in terms of the Anglo-Saxons. John Fiske, for example, 
assigned to the "two great branches of the English race" the com- 
mon mission of establishing over the greater part of the globe the 
highest civilization and the most perfect political order mankind 
had ever seen. He drew the conclusion that the work which the 
Anglo-Saxon race began when it colonized North America was des- 
tined to go on until every country on the earth's surface that was 
not already the center of an old civilization would become "English 
in its language, in its political habits and traditions, and to a pre- 
dominant extent in the blood of its people." The day would soon 
dawn, he thought, when four fifths of the human race would trace 
its descent to English ancestors. 38 

The ink was scarcely dry on John Fiske's predictions when Josiah 
Strong began to suggest that the American branch of the Anglo- 
Saxon race was the one really armed with the scepter of the world. 
The reasons for this were partly geographic and economic. The 
American homeland surpassed all other Anglo-Saxon domains in re- 
sources and population. It had a better climate, and it lay in the 
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"pathway of the nations." But these were not the sole explanations. 
The American race had been honored, "not for its own sake, but 
for the sake of the world." The nation had been made powerful, 
rich, exalted, and free for no purpose of aggrandizement but to serve 
the true interests of civilization. The call to so noble a mission came 
from no less an authority than God Himself. For this reason the 
chosen race, representing the "largest liberty," the "purest Chris- 
tianity," and the "highest civilization," would move with righteous 
assurance "down upon Mexico, down upon Central and South Amer- 
ica, out upon the islands of the sea, over upon Africa and beyond/' 
Before its triumphant advance, inferior peoples would give way, 
for they were only "precursors of a superior race, voices in the wil- 
derness crying: 'Prepare ye the way of the Lord!' " S1> 

Strong helped to prepare the way for even more vainglorious 
affirmations of the exalted mission of the Anglo-Saxons and of their 
highest representatives, the Americans. With the Spanish-American 
War opening vistas of imperial grandeur and kindling hopes of 
fabulous profits, racial theorists grasped eagerly at the opportunity 
to expound the claims of the Saxon elite. In the debate over annexa- 
tion of the Philippines, Albert J. Beveridge proclaimed to an enrap- 
tured Senate that America would not renounce her part in the mis- 
sion of her race, "trustee under God, of the civilization of the world." 
Instead, she would rejoice in the White Man's Burden and give 
thanks to Almighty God that He had marked the nation "as His 
Chosen people to lead in the regeneration of the world." The Sena- 
tor concluded his speech with the grandiloquent flourish that God 
had given to Americans the paramount position among Anglo-Saxon 
peoples, to serve as the "master organizers" of the world, to estab- 
lish order where chaos reigned, and to advance the cause of civili- 
zation. This was the divine mission of America. Her people were 
appointed "trustees of the world's progress, guardians of its right- 
eous peace." 

During the same war that whetted the appetites of American 
imperialists, another well-known liberal sounded the clarion for 
race supremacy. He was William Allen White, editor of the Emporia 
Gazette. On March 20, 1899, he avowed in his paper that only 
Anglo-Saxons could govern themselves. Cubans would therefore 
have to be governed despotically for many years by Uncle Sam 
until the island was "filled with Yankees." It was the Anglo-Saxon's 
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manifest destiny, he continued, to "go forth In the world as a world 
conqueror." The members of this race were the chosen people. They 
were destined to "take possession of all the Islands of the sea" and 
to "exterminate" the peoples they could not subjugate. Ten years 
later he was still convinced that Americans of Anglo-Saxon stock 
were the hope of the world. "The best blood of the earth," he an- 
nounced, "is here." But this blood would remain "a clean, Aryan 
blood," because there were no hordes of inferior men gathered 
about to debase the stock. Anglo-Saxons in the United States were 
separated by two oceans from the lower races, and by "that Instinc- 
tive race revulsion to cross breeding that marks the American 
wherever he Is found." 40 

Americans are fond of thinking of themselves as the most tolerant 
and broad-minded people on earth. But in the hundred and eighty 
years of their independence as a nation, astonishingly few of them 
have rejected racial exclusiveness or championed the view that all 
men are brothers entitled to the same rights and privileges, regard- 

An American Point 4 technician greets a chief of a Liberian village. 1C A 
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less of the color of the skin, shape of the head, or any other physical 
peculiarities. Not a single one of the great popular heroes of de- 
mocracyneither Jefferson, Jackson, Lincoln, nor Woodrow Wilson 
rose much above the common prejudices. George William Curtis, 
as we have seen, came close to doing so, but his conclusions were 
tarnished by the aim of indicting the southern whites. Perhaps purer 
in motive was Henry George, who taught that "human nature is 
human nature all the world over," and attempted to show that "the 
influence of heredity is as nothing compared with the influences 
which mold the man after he comes into the world." 41 

By 1900 a number of American anthropologists, notably Franz 
Boas and William Z. Ripley, had published cogent criticisms of the 
prevailing race mythology, calling into question the whole idea of 
superior and inferior stocks. But these criticisms had little influence 
outside the realm of science. A few philosophers, among whom John 
Dewey was pre-eminent, gave them generous recognition, but po- 
litical, social, and even educational leaders took little notice. Albert 
J. Beveridge, William Allen White, John W. Burgess, and David 
Starr Jordan went blandly ahead with their preachments of Aryan, 
Teutonic, and Anglo-Saxon superiority. As late as 1952 Harry S. 
Truman could proclaim that diversity of races and peoples was the 
clue to American greatness. Although he repudiated "false ideas of 
racial superiority," he affirmed that the United States, "better than 
any other country," could reach out through its "diversity of races 
and origins/ 7 and help other nations to higher levels of prosperity 
and happiness. 42 Without question this was more commendable 
doctrine than the theories of Aryan or Teutonic supremacy, but it 
was still a far cry from the scientific hypothesis that mankind is a 
single species, and that race is of no more consequence than stature 
or the length of the nose in determining capacities or moral qualities. 
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"f a nation is to play the role of messiah to a benighted hu- 
manity, the demands of logic would seem to require that it 
be armed with the scepter of righteousness and be clad with the 
garments of superior virtue. In the opinion of most of her prophets 
America has not failed in these requirements. Religion was the 
source of much of her political theory and has entered into the 
warp and woof of her laws and many of her institutions. No other 
nation in modern times has produced a Dwight L. Moody, a Billy 
Sunday, or a Billy Graham. It would also be difficult to find any- 
where else so great a profusion of Holy Rollers, Bible literalists, and 
religious primitives. Though some of these phenomena may be 
doubtful evidences of spirituality, they do indicate at least an un- 
common religiosity. 

But a halo of piety is not enough to justify the efforts of the world 
deliverer. He who would preach redemption to a slavish mankind 
must also be attired in the spotless robes of innocence and probity. 
Americans have donned such garments from the beginning of their 
history. Scarcely any other nation even in our own day has so ex- 
tensive a catalogue of remedies for sin. Our blue laws, our laws 
against gambling, and our rules against profanity and obscenity are 
among the strictest in the world. Though censorship of books, plays, 
and movies has been relaxed somewhat by court decisions recently, 
we still have such unique institutions as Watch and Ward Societies, 
Societies for the Suppression of Vice, and Legions of Decency. 

But moral fervor in the United States does not express itself 
merely in the form of restrictions and prohibitions. Several of our 
wars have taken on the character of great moral crusades. It was 
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our duty to wipe out such evils as slavery, militarism, persecution, 
and oppression. Rarely did we go to war solely for the defense or 
even for the extension of national interests. Ironically, much of our 
isolationism has also been the result of moral fervor. In numerous 
instances apostles of withdrawal within our own borders have 
sought to justify their policy by the argument that Old World poli- 
ticians were cynical and corrupt, and that their methods could never 
be anything but a stench in the nostrils of sincere and honest Ameri- 
cans. Such was the attitude of many of the Progressives during the 
early twentieth century, notably, of Robert M. LaFollette, George 
W. Morris, Herbert Croly, and Oswald Garrison Villard in opposing 
ratification of the Versailles Treaty. 

THE SPIRITUAL FOUNDATION 

Nearly every American who has ever acclaimed the greatness of 
his country or announced his belief in its glorious destiny has 
grounded his enthusiasm to some extent upon devotion to religion. 
He has assumed that the republic was founded for religious pur- 
poses and that divine favor has been its guide and companion ever 
since. Not only does he regard America as a Christian nation but 
he thinks of it as more Christian than any other. For this reason 
he considers his nation peculiarly well qualified to instruct other 
peoples by both precept and example as to the ways in which they 
should go. 

To stress the importance of religion in the early history of our 
country would be almost superfluous, at least with respect to New 
England and some of the Middle Colonies. For Calvinists the chief 
end of man was "to glorify God and enjoy him forever." The magis- 
trate ruled as the vicegerent of God, and the law was the supposed 
decrees of Moses contained in the Old Testament. The state was 
essentially the secular arm of the church, and the maintenance of 
the true religion and the true morality was its primary function. 
The Great Awakening, with its encouragement of dissent from or- 
thodoxy and the development of mystical and emotional attitudes, 
promoted the democratization of religion and a breaking of the link 
with the state. But in no sense did it destroy the feeling that re- 
ligion is a necessary ingredient of the well-ordered society. Even 
in the period when the influence of the Enlightenment permeated 
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most rational minds, an appearance of piety, at least, was consid- 
ered essential to social stability. The attitude of American intellec- 
tuals of this time was similar to that of Voltaire, who, after being 
robbed by some peasants, attended church for a season to persuade 
the country bumpkins that he still believed in God. 

Nor did the stress upon religion diminish appreciably with the 
termination of colonial dependence and the establishment of the 
Federal Union. Suspicious as they were of human nature, nearly all 
of the Fathers of the republic subscribed to the theory that govern- 
ments were constantly menaced by the innate depravity of citizens 
and subjects. In their view corruption and licentiousness were pri- 
mary causes of the downfall of ancient Rome. Since they assumed 
that virtue required for its support a supernatural sanction, they 
urged that at least the fundamental doctrines of a belief in God and 
in rewards and punishments be zealously maintained. In a report 
to the General Assembly of Connecticut, in 1802, Oliver Ellsworth 
recommended that the state give generous support to religious in- 
stitutions as "eminently useful" agencies for the promotion of good 
morals so essential to the preservation of society. In 1811 John 
Adams expressed his devotion to religion as one of the true founda- 
tions, "not only of republicanism and of all free government, but of 
social felicity under all governments and in all combinations of 
human society." J Madison referred to a belief in God as "essential 
to the moral order of the world and to the happiness of man." 2 
Although Jefferson approved of the harshest criticism and even 
ridicule of religious dogmas, he did so with the thought that the 
pmity of religion might thereby be enhanced. 3 

With the exception of a few who came under the influence of 
scientific materialism toward the end of the nineteenth century, 
American leaders continued to preach the importance of religion 
from Jefferson's time to the present. For the most part, they meant 
the importance of Christianity, though occasionally they extended 
their precepts to cover almost any supernatural system. The gentle 
evangel William E. Channing declared that the Christian religion 
was "singularly important to free communities." In fact, he doubted 
whether political freedom could subsist without it. Equal rights and 
an impartial administration of justice, he maintained, had always 
been inseparable from it. But he was much more deeply disturbed 
over the direful effects of no religion at all. "The whole social fabric 




Camp Meeting about 1835. In frontier communities camp meetings often 
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would quake," he said, "and with what a fearful crash it would 
sink into hopeless ruins, were the idea of a Supreme Being, of 
accountableness, and of a future life, to be utterly erased from every 
mind. . . . Once let men thoroughly abandon religion, and who 
can conceive or describe the extent of the desolation which would 
follow?" The French Revolution was a failure, he alleged, because 
the apostles of French liberty had thrown off all the supernatural 
sanctions which control and exalt the mind. "How could we be- 
lieve," he demanded, "that a liberty of which that heartless scoffer, 
Voltaire, was a chief apostle, could have triumphed?" 4 The noted 
orators and statesmen William H. Seward and Daniel Webster were 
more positive in their conviction that nothing else but Christianity 
could provide the proper bulwark of a free society. Both believed 
that the foundations of democracy must surely crumble without the 
support of Christian principles. 5 

The beginning of the quest for overseas empire in the late nine- 
teenth century seemed to heighten the interest in religion as a 
basis for national greatness. Perhaps the conquest of distant terri- 
tories and alien peoples needed a divine sanction to make it repu- 
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table. More likely, it was subconsciously felt that the new vistas of 
power and glory were so magnificent that they could only be ac- 
counted for as signal manifestations of God's favor and sublime 
purposes for His chosen nation. Whatever the explanation, spiritual 
interpretations of American history and government took on a new 
life. The harbinger of the imperialist era, the Reverend Josiah 
Strong, described in 1885 the matchless blessings which American 
expansion would bring to the benighted natives of distant regions. 
"A Christian civilization," he said, "performs the miracle of the 
loaves and fishes, and feeds its thousands in a desert." It brings new 
industries and replenishes the earth, so that a thousand civilized 
men may thrive where a hundred savages starve. It appeared, how- 
ever, that the advantages would not be one-sided, for with such 
vast continents as Africa added to our market, "what is to prevent 
the United States from becoming the mighty workshop of the 
world, and our people 'the hands of mankind?" 6 

By a curious paradox the leading exponent of naval supremacy 
who was the real father of the new imperialism wrote more like a 
Christian idealist than did the famous divine just quoted. In the 
opinion of Alfred T. Mahan, Christianity was an essential factor not 
only in developing in nations the capacity for self-government but 
in making them fit to govern. The chief element which operates for 
the latter purpose is conscience, which can only be of divine origin. 
It is conscience that enables nations to choose the path of honor 
rather than that of submission, and to fight for the right as a sacred 
duty instead of compromising with evil. As long as evil exists in 
the world, it will be justifiable to use force to combat it. For this 
reason the great literary sea dog opposed the signing of treaties 
which would require America to arbitrate her disputes with other 
countries. The nation must be free to obey the higher law of God, 
which invalidates any statute or agreement of men involving a 
concession to unrighteousness. 7 

Mahan's ebullient disciple Theodore Roosevelt also conceived of 
a religious and moral order of the world in which nations would be 
called upon from time to time to stand at Armageddon and battle 
for the Lord. They could not afford "to overlook the vital impor- 
tance of the ethical and spiritual, the ttuly religious, element in life." 
If confronted by a conflict between righteousness and peace, they 
must invariably choose the former. The Christian, civilized peoples 
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of the earth have a moral duty to rescue and uplift their backward 
brethren. If the latter have the intelligence to assimilate and profit 
by the ideas of civilization and Christianity, all will be well; but if 
they lack this intelligence, they should be forced to submit to the 
rule of the superior peoples. 

The racial chauvinism of Senator Beveridge, to say nothing of 
his imperialism, also had a religious rationalization. Discussing the 
conquest of the Philippines, he declared that we would "not re- 
nounce our part in the mission of our race, trustee under God, of the 
civilization of the world/* For God had "marked us as His chosen 
people to lead in the regeneration of the world/' It was not enough 
that the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples had developed a 
capacity for making their own countries the freest and best gov- 
erned on earth. God had appointed them to a higher calling. He 
had made them adepts in government in order that they might 
"establish system where chaos reigns" and administer the affairs of 
"savage and senile peoples." And of all the Teutonic race He had 
singled out the American people for the most exalted destiny. Their 
mission was nothing less than "trustee of the world's progress, guar- 
dian of its righteous peace." Like the profitable servant of the Bible, 
the people of this nation had taken the talents given to them, 
labored hard and shrewdly and gained additional talents, and now 
were ready for the Master's judgment: "Ye have been faithful over 
a few things. I will make you ruler over many things." 8 

By common supposition, involvement of a nation in war produces 
a need for spiritual sustenance and a sense of dependence upon 
God in the face of uncertainty and tragedy. World War I appeared 
at times to have been an exception so far as the great leader of 
America's crusade was concerned. In most of his speeches President 
Wilson referred to the war as a political rather than a moral or 
religious struggle. America was fighting for liberty, for democracy, 
for the rights of small nations, for the collective peace of the world, 
and against militarism and autocracy. There is evidence, however, 
that the renowned apostle of the New Freedom steadily cherished 
in the back of his mind the comforting thought that God was wait- 
ing in the nearby shadows ever ready to come to his rescue if help 
should be needed. Moreover, he had long entertained a theocentric 
interpretation of his nation's history. America was a special ward of 
Providence, subject to the divine blessing or chastisement in accord- 
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ance with her virtues or deficiencies. In September, 1919, he pre- 
dicted that if the United States rejected the League of Nations, "the 
vengeful Providence of God" would bring a new war in which not 
a few hundred thousand but many million Americans would die. 
For Wilson the word religion was virtually synonymous with Chris- 
tianity. As far back as 1911 he told an audience assembled in Den- 
ver to celebrate the tercentenary of the translation of the Bible into 
the English language that "America was born a Christian nation" 
and commissioned "to exemplify that devotion to the elements of 
righteousness which are derived from the revelations of Holy Scrip- 
ture." Addressing the Federal Council of Churches in December, 
1915, he lauded Christianity as "the most vitalizing thing in the 
world" and declared that nations advanced "not by material but by 
spiritual means." 

If religiousness of such proportions was to be expected of a man 
like Wilson, born in a Presbyterian manse and rising to eminence 
in the midst of the sentimental influence of Progressivism, different 
anticipations might well have been entertained for his successors. 
Most of them had worldly backgrounds and reached their political 
maturity during the cynicism of the 1920's, Nevertheless, assertions 
of the importance of religion during the 1930's, 1940's, and 1950*s 
were just as numerous as they had been earlier. In his Madison 
Square Garden campaign address of 1936, Franklin D, Roosevelt 
expressed his "deep conviction that democracy cannot live without 
that true religion which gives a nation a sense of justice and of 
moral purpose." In 1940 Henry Wallace insisted that "the American 
ideal is as definitely religious as the ideal of any church," * On the 
eve of the Korean War, President Truman told an assemblage of 
law-enforcement officers, convened to plan a drive against organized 
crime, that "the fundamental basis of this nation's law was given to 
Moses on the Mount." "The fundamental basis of our Bill of Rights," 
he continued, "comes from the teachings which we get from Exodus 
and St. Matthew, from Isaiah and St. PauL" Unfortunately he failed 
to make clear to his audience just how the Bill of Rights could be 
reconciled with Paul's teachings: "The powers that be are ordained 
of God" and "Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers." 
To his credit, the Fair Deal President was more realistic in the latter 
part of his speech, when he stressed the point that "human misery 
breeds most of our crime." He urged the wiping out of slums, im- 
proving the health of our citizens, and eliminating the inequalities 
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of opportunity "which embitter men and women and turn them 
toward lawlessness," 10 

The outbreak of the "cold war" against Russia undoubtedly stimu- 
lated a stronger interest in religion in American political circles. It 
could easily be shown that Communism is atheistic; therefore, it 
was convenient to emphasize the spiritual aspects of democracy in 
order to heighten the contrast between the two systems. Soon after 
his retirement from the Presidency, Harry S. Truman took comfort 
in the prospect of an early collapse of Russian power, because of a 
fatal flaw in Soviet society. Their system was a "godless system" and 
consequently a system of slavery, with no freedom in it. 11 

During the campaign of 1952, the New York Times requested each 
candidate to tell how he would expect the precepts of his religious 
faith to influence his official acts as President of the United States. 
In his reply General Eisenhower indicated his belief that the whole 
struggle against Communism could be boiled down to "a fight be- 
tween anti-God and a belief in the Almighty." Since the Commu- 
nists know this, he said, they must eliminate God from their system; 
for "when God comes in, communism has to go." Democracy, by 

The three chapels at Brandeis University, for Catholic, Jewish, and Protes- 
tant students. Brandeis University News Bureau 
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contrast, gives a central place to religious faith. Indeed, free govern- 
ment on any other basis is inconceivable. "Our forefathers proved 
that only a people strong in Godliness is a people strong enough to 
overcome tyranny and make themselves and others free." The 
Democratic candidate, Adlai E. Stevenson, reduced his conception 
of American spirituality to a Christian framework. "Christian faith/' 
he averred, 'lias been the most significant single element in our his- 
tory and our tradition/' From the beginning it has been "the most 
powerful influence in our national life" and "has inspired our highest 
achievements." He thought of it also as a protection against moral 
confusion, which he characterized as "too often the moral nihilism 
of this age/' "The blight of moral relativism/' he concluded, "has not 
fallen destructively upon us." Which nation or nations it had fallen 
upon, he did not specify, but he doubtless meant the Russians, since 
the relativity of morality to property relations is a Marxian dogma. 



THE MORAL FOUNDATION 

Most spokesmen for American ideals have considered morality of 
equal importance with religion as a foundation of national mission. 
Usually the two have been considered as interrelated, though a few 
of our staunchest moralists have been skeptics with regard to the 
supernatural. From the Founders of the republic to those who give 
counsel to the troubled minds of the present, virtue has been re- 
garded as essential to the survival of the land of the free. At the 
beginning of the Revolution, Samuel Adams wrote to James War- 
ren that while "we may look up to armies for our defense," virtue 
is "our best security." He added: "It is not possible that any State 
should long remain free, where virtue is not supremely honored." 12 
Thomas Paine contended that America was unique in being perhaps 
the only nation in history whose record had never been sullied by 
any dishonor. Her cause was always good, her principles just and 
liberal. He contrasted America with Rome, "once the proud mistress 
of the universe," but "originally a band of ruffians." America need 
never be ashamed to tell her birth, nor relate the stages by which 
she rose to empire. 13 For James Madison, John Adams, Benjamin 
Franklin, and Gouverneur Morris religion and virtue were the main- 
stays of the republic. 

The predominant tendency of our exponents of morality as a key 
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to superiority was to give it a Puritan frame of reference. That is, 
they stressed such qualities as diligence, frugality, restraint, and 
ambition. Shortly before he became President, George Washington 
wrote to his friend Lafayette: "Nothing but harmony, honesty, in- 
dustry, and frugality are necessary to make us a great happy peo- 
ple." 14 One of Alexander Hamilton's reasons for emphasizing the 
blessings of a national debt was that it would be a spur to industry. 
Americans labored less than any civilized people of Europe, he com- 
plained, and he argued that a habit of labor was not only essential 
to the health and vigor of minds and bodies but "conducive to the 
welfare of the State." He recommended also the development of 
manufactures partly in order to give employment to persons who 
might otherwise be idle, including women and children. He thought 
it especially desirable that the latter should make themselves use- 
ful at an early age. 15 

The second half of the nineteenth century witnessed what seems 
to have been a major revival of Puritan morality. This revival came 
about apparently because the Puritan virtues of diligence, thrift, 
and self-denial tied in well with the aggressive competition sancti- 

Eliza's escape from her captors. A chapter in the ethical folklore of America, 
with a strong suggestion of divine intervention for the help of the innocent 
and the defeat of the wicked. Lithograph in color by Bettannier, Paris. 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical Society, New York City 
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fied by Social Darwinism and the Manchester theories of economics. 
Between his two terms as President, Grover Cleveland gave out 
strong intimations that the government ought to be placed in the 
hands of those who had been made responsible and self-reliant by 
denial and "by the surroundings of an enforced economy/' "Thrift 
and careful watchfulness of expenditure among the people," he 
argued, "tend to secure a thrifty government." 1(i The most perfect 
exemplification of Puritan ideals was to be found in the philosophy 
of David Starr Jordan, who sought to inculcate on the Pacific Coast 
doctrines of diligence and self-abnegation worthy of a medieval 
monk. Jordan condemned almost every form of self-indulgence that 
had ever been reckoned among the vices, not only the consumption 
of intoxicating beverages but card-playing and the use of tobacco, 
coffee, and tea. He referred to the chastity of women as "society's 
most precious jewel," and he insisted that the conventions guarding 
this jewel could not be abandoned without "a far-reaching heritage 
of evil." In teaching such doctrines he made no attempt to disguise 
his indebtedness to Puritanism, but gloried in it. The Puritans, he 
alleged, derived their great power from the austerity of their prac- 
tices. In restraint they found strength and the only happiness worth 
pursuing. The modern man who would attain the same benefits 
must follow a path as narrow as that of the Puritans, for it is still 
true that the road which leads to the greatest satisfactions in life 
is strait and stony, while the path which leads to destruction is 
broad and flowery. 1T 

Theodore Roosevelt's ideal of the strenuous life also bore a close 
relationship to Puritan morality. He glorified not only the "virile 
virtues" of strength, hardihood, tenacity, and courage but likewise 
such qualities as self-restraint, self-mastery, energy, and resolution. 
"No country can long endure," he affirmed, "if its foundations are 
not laid deep in the material prosperity which comes from thrift, 
from business energy and enterprise, from hard, unsparing effort 
in the fields of industrial activity." 18 

Yet it would be far from the truth to suppose that Puritan ethics 
dominated the minds of all Americans. Late in his life Jefferson 
described himself as an Epicurean, professing his admiration for 
Epicurus' doctrine of indifference to both hope and fear. Moreover, 
he was persuaded that the genuine Epicurean philosophy contained 
everything rational in ethics that Greece and Rome had left us. He 
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believed throughout his life in a moral instinct implanted in man 
by his Creator, though he did not insist that faith in religious dogma 
was essential to good behavior. The atheist, he thought, might well 
be a moral man, and he listed Diderot, d'Alembert, d'Holbach, and 
Condorcet as among the most virtuous of mortals. Unlike some of 
his recent admirers, he did not shrink with horror from moral rela- 
tivism. He admitted that the same act may be virtuous in one coun- 
try and vicious in another. Instead of deploring this, he sought to 
explain it by saying that nature has constituted usefulness to man 
the standard and test of virtue. Conduct useful to the inhabitants of 
one country may, because of different circumstances and habits, be 
injurious to the inhabitants of another country. This does not mean 
that the moral instinct is weak or lacking in the one group of people 
and highly developed in the other. It merely expresses itself in dif- 
ferent ways. 19 

A few other eminent Americans have taught a moral idealism far 
removed from the ethical doctrines commonly associated with 
Puritanism. Ralph Waldo Emerson demanded that "government 
shall not be ashamed to be tender and paternal, but that democratic 
institutions shall be more thoughtful for the interests of women, for 
the training of children, and for the welfare of sick and unable per- 
sons, and serious care of criminals, than was ever true of any of the 
best governments of the Old World." 20 As president of Princeton, 
Woodrow Wilson asserted that a poor nation in the right is "more 
formidable to the world than the richest nation in the wrong/* "There 
is nothing so self -destructive," he added, "as selfishness, and there is 
nothing so permanent as the work of hands that are unselfish. You 
may pile up fortunes and dissolve them, but pile up ideals and they 
will never be dissolved." As the war of 1914 threatened to draw the 
United States into its terrible vortex, he told a conference on Ameri- 
canization in Washington: "No nation can live without vision, and 
no vision will exalt a nation except the vision of real liberty and real 
justice and purity of conduct." Two days after the sinking of the 
Lusitania he reminded a troubled audience in Philadelphia: "There 
is such a thing as a man being too proud to fight. There is such a 
thing as a nation being so right that it does not need to convince 
others by force that it is right." 21 Although Wilson was a Presby- 
terian who seems never to have questioned his Calvinist heritage, he 
was not always an implacable foe of unrighteousness, ready to crack 
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down ruthlessly upon those who disagreed with him. 

Finally, we should take note of those distinguished Americans 
who traveled so far in the opposite direction from Calvinism that 
they repudiated the entire gospel of self-denial and renunciation. 
One such, we have seen, was Theodore Parker. Another was Simon 
N. Patten. Still a third was Wendell Phillips. In 1859 Phillips told 
a Boston audience that the money-making proclivities of our ances- 
tors were a gift of Providence to enable them to conquer a continent 
and to dot the wilderness with cities and towns. Such functions 
could be discharged only "under the keen stimulus of a love of 
pecuniary and material gain. God gave it to us for that purpose." 
But now that we had built our London, Paris, and Rome, the time 
had come "to crowd them with art, to flush them with the hues of 
painting, and fill them with museums of science." 22 

More vehement in his rejection of the ascetic element in Puritan- 
ism was the sociologist Lester Frank Ward. In the opinion of Ward, 
"all happiness consists in the gratification of desire." Every faculty 
of man, he contended, "experiences a natural want to be exercised, 
and that want is a desire." Therefore, the road to progress must take 
the form of increasing and refining opportunities for exercising hu- 
man faculties and satisfying human desires. 23 Nothing could have 
been more shocking to the prudish American conscience of the 
1880's, but it was Ward's protest against the hide-bound conven- 
tions of the Victorian Age and the privation that stalked him during 
most of his life. 



EDUCATION FOR THE PROMOTION OF 
RELIGION AND MORALITY 

With their firm conviction that the mission of America depends 
upon piety and virtue, proponents of the ideal must look for means 
of attaining these goals. Such means they characteristically discover 
in education. Contrary to general opinion, the aims of American 
education have not been primarily materialistic. The major prophets 
of our national ideals have not urged American youth to seek wis- 
dom and understanding as royal roads to wealth. In a few instances 
they have encouraged the pursuit of knowledge as an end in itself 
or as a means to comprehension of life and the universe. But in a 
far larger number of cases they have conceived of the learning process 
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as. an aid to the churches in maintaining religion and morality or 
as an instrument of the state for political objects. Colonial New Eng- 
landers established colleges because they considered an uneducated 
ministry an insult to God, Statesmen and orators of later times rec- 
ommended that institutions of learning be harnessed to the purposes 
of democracy, the promotion of good citizenship, the improvement 
of morals, or the glorification of national ideals. More than once it 
became a grave question where indoctrination was supposed to end 
and true education begin. 

The first eminent exponent of education as an implement and 
sheet anchor of democracy was Thomas Jefferson. In drafting plans 
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for an educational system for the state of Virginia, he devoted him- 
self to the great objects of producing a citizenry sufficiently well in- 
formed to choose its leaders wisely and training a body of philoso- 
pher-rulers to exercise the chief functions of governing. Instruction 
in the elementary schools, according to his plan, was to be given in 
reading, writing, "common arithmetick," and history. A knowledge 
of the last, he believed, would enable the people at large to recog- 
nize ambition "under all its shapes" and to take prompt action to 
defeat its purposes. Through primary education the ordinary citizen 
would acquire an understanding of his duties to his neighbors and 
country and an ability to exercise the rights he retains, and to choose 
and judge "with discretion the fiduciary of those he delegates." The 
curriculum of the grammar schools would include the Latin and 
Greek languages as well as history and "the higher part of numerical 
arithmetick, to wit, vulgar and decimal fractions, and the extrication 
of the square and cube roots." 24 

But it would be the colleges and the university that would pro- 
vide most of the enlightenment for future rulers. In addition to the 
more orthodox disciplines, the subjects to be studied there would 
include "ideology, ethics, the law of nature and of nations; law, 
municipal and foreign; the science of civil government and political 
economy/' The university, in particular, would have as its province 
the exposition of the principles and structure of government, some 
further study of municipal and international law, and the inculcation 
of a sound spirit of legislation which would provide for the few 
absolutely necessary restraints on individual action and leave men 
free to do whatever does not violate the equal rights of another. 
Through such methods it would preside over the formation of the 
"statesmen, legislators and judges, on whom public prosperity and 
individual happiness are so much to depend. 7 * The whole program 
was based upon the assumption that neither the state of the indi- 
vidual nor that of society was unalterably fixed, but that both were 
susceptible of indefinite improvement. To effect such improvement 
it would be necessary merely to educate each citizen to the extent 
his abilities warranted. Even a very modest degree of education, 
Jefferson believed, would suffice to convince the masses that it was 
to their interest to preserve peace and order. But whatever the 
amount, it must be provided, for "they are the only sure reliance 
for the preservation of our liberty." 25 
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Jefferson's conception of an enlightened democracy resting upon 
an educated citizenry governed by an intellectual aristocracy went 
into eclipse soon after his death. Frontier influences combined with 
romanticism from Europe led to a distrust of intellect and a deifica- 
tion of the common man. The chief virtue of the latter, other than 
his innate goodness, was supposed to be common sense, and all the 
education he needed was training in a few practical skills. The idea 
of book learning as essential to governing was particularly despised. 
As a consequence, until after the Civil War, there were few who 
were even willing to entertain the suggestion that educated minds 
might be assets to democracy. In Fourth of July addresses William 
H. Seward intimated that the most effectual way to banish aristoc- 
racy was to extend the advantages of knowledge to the many. "J ust 
so far and so fast as education is extended," he asserted, "democracy 
is ascendent/* Perhaps his conception of education was made clearer 
when he linked the schools with the churches and the steam engine 
as the best instrumentalities for the advancement of the nation. 2 " 

The twentieth century witnessed a modest return to the Jeffer- 
sonian ideal of intelligence as the foundation of both personal 
morality and effective government. Though as staunch a votary of 
popular sovereignty as Jefferson himself, Robert M. LaFollette in- 
sisted that democracy must be based upon knowledge. That the 
people should know about their government and the policies and 
principles of their public servants he considered to be absolutely 
vital to popular rule. 27 These principles he exemplified by his suc- 
cessful advocacy in his own state of a legislative reference bureau 
and the utilization of the resources of the state university to provide 
expert assistance for governing officials. 

A broader and more cogent defense of education for democracy 
came from the pen of John Dewey. He decried all reliance upon a 
priori assumptions in politics and also the trial and error methods of 
the "practical" statesman. He insisted upon extensive investigation 
by trained researchers, the careful accumulation of data, and the 
drawing of conclusions dictated by the weight of evidence. This 
meant, of course, the use of the scientific method and the deter- 
mination of policy by social scientists. But Dewey insisted with 
equal emphasis upon the diffusion of the scientific attitude among 
the people themselves. He recognized the possibilities for evil in- 
herent in the development of modern science. It had placed at the 
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disposal of dictators, methods of controlling opinion and action 
vastly more powerful than any available to earlier tyrants. By 
reiterating their doctrines and alleged information over arid over, 
in season and out, they had produced such a condition of mass 
hypnosis as to lend an appearance of plausibility to their claim to 
rule by popular consent. Dewey refused to believe that the common 
people are incapable of adhering to the scientific attitude. He main- 
tained that it is easy to exaggerate the amount of intelligence neces- 
sary to produce respect for the process and results of scientific in- 
quiry. As long as prejudice, propaganda, and sheer ignorance hold 
sway in the realm of social problems, it is impossible to tell how 
capable of intelligent judgments the masses may be. Capacities are 
limited by the objects and procedures available. They are even more 
limited by habits, traditions, and interest, to say nothing of the 
quantum of knowledge already accumulated in a given field. The 
spread of the scientific attitude is the sole guaranty against whole- 
sale manipulation of minds by propaganda. Moreover, it is the 
only assurance of a public opinion intelligent enough to deal with 
modern problems. 28 

Commencement at Swarthmore College, With a faculty of over 100 and a 
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That the establishment of a regime in which the masses would 
adhere to the scientific attitude and accept the leadership of social 
scientists would be a colossal undertaking, Dewey clearly recog- 
nized. It would involve nothing less than revolutionizing the tradi- 
tional system of education. Dewey contended that instruction in the 
existing schools was dedicated mostly to imparting ready-made in- 
formation, along with producing the skills of literacy. "The methods 
used in acquiring such information are not those which develop 
skill in inquiry and in test of opinions. On the contrary, they are 
positively hostile to it." Even science, he maintained, was taught on 
the whole as a collection of facts and as a basis of training in tech- 
nical skills. It was not taught as a "supremely humanistic subject" 
but as if it had nothing to do with human problems or human rela- 
tions. All of this, Dewey believed, must be radically changed if man- 
kind is not to be overwhelmed by the perversion of knowledge for 
destructive purposes. The natural sciences must be taught as fur- 
nishing in their method the very pattern of all intelligent conduct. 
In addition, there will need to be a marked expansion of the social 
sciences. Already some progress has been made as a result of appli- 
cation of the scientific method to problems of human conduct. The 
death penalty is no longer inflicted for the alleged crime of witch- 
craft, and the mentally ill have ceased to be abused as victims of 
demonic possession. Development of the social sciences with a 
corresponding diffusion of the scientific attitude will make possible 
in a future day the conquest of such social maladies as delinquency, 
crime, poverty, and war. Sufficient knowledge exists already to fur- 
nish a basis for the eradication of some of them, but ignorance of 
the scientific attitude prevents its application to the remainder. 29 

By no means all Americans believing in education for a purpose 
have advocated its use for strengthening democracy. Some have 
had less commendable objectives. The racists and imperialists of the 
last century conceived of it largely as an instrument of nationalism. 
The Reverend Josiah Strong, for instance, taught that the public 
school in the United States had a peculiar function, viz., "to Ameri- 
canize the children of immigrants." By means of the common school, 
he said, "the strange and dissimilar races which come to us are, in 
one generation, assimilated and made Americans." He seemed to 
think that the heterogeneous population of America, especially in 
the large cities, was a threat to the integrity of the nation. 30 
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Albert J. Beveridge held similar opinions but was more lyrical 
in expressing them. "Education," he said, "is the finest thing in the 
world if it increases interest in the Nationif it produces pure, brave, 
and effective citizens." The school, therefore, "must be the great 
nourisher of the Nation. The Nation, the Nation, always the Nation! 
The school for the Nation! All education for the Nation! Everything 
for the Nation!" He admonished university students that all their in- 
tellectual activities must reveal and declare the glory of America, 
whom "God had been preparing through all the ages/' Even in the 
very "gases of the laboratory" they must see our nation"God's 
great agent of righteousness in the world." 31 

Woodrow Wilson also seemed to think it justifiable that learning 
should be directed to national ends. "Nations, as well as individuals," 
he wrote, "must seek wisdom." And scholarship, though it must 
everywhere be dedicated to the pursuit of truth, "may select the 
truths it shall search for and emphasize. It is this selection that 
should be national." 32 

Closely allied with those who have applauded the school as an 
implement of national greatness have been the prophets of educa- 
tion as a bulwark of national defense. Conspicuous among them was 
Harry S. Truman. In the midst of the "cold war" with Russia, he 
described education as "our first line of defense," the hope of Amer- 
ica and the entire free world. Through education alone, he said, 
can free men combat the tenets of Communism. The unfettered 
souls of such men offer "a spiritual defense, unconquered and un- 
conquerable." Totalitarian government, he argued, could not sur- 
vive examination by educated men and women. For these reasons 
he urged that the federal government take steps to assure to every 
American youth "the highest level of training by which he can 
profit." 33 In an earlier connection he had seemed to be saying that 
this training should be chiefly scientific. "No government," he as- 
serted, "adequately meets its responsibilities unless it generously 
and intelligently supports and encourages the work of science in 
university, industry, and in its own laboratories." 34 Whatever the na- 
ture of the instruction, the idea that education will lead to a prompt 
renunciation of Communism is one of remarkable tenacity. It was 
revived only recently by Allen W. Dulles, Director of the United 
States Central Intelligence Agency. He indicated to the Alumni 
Federation of Columbia University that Soviet citizens would lose 
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their faith in the Communist system of thought control when pres- 
ent trends in Russian education became fully effective/ 5 '"' 

Ideas of the purpose of education have not only been numerous 
but almost infinitely varied. Grover Cleveland thought that an edu- 
cational program that failed to contribute to the cultivation and 
maintenance of "a high standard of American citizenship" was of 
little value.* 1 ' For Lester Frank Ward a knowledge of man's physi- 
cal environment was the source of both happiness and progress and 
the key to the solution of all baffling problems. Henry Wallace main- 
tains that the chief object of schooling should be the training of 
young people to work together "in the service of the general wel- 
fare." Education heretofore has placed too much emphasis upon 
the competitive individual, imbuing him with the notion that his 
chief responsibility is to cherish his own rights and advance himself 
at the expense of others. Individual smartness has been overvalued 
and the development of character largely ignored. A major conse- 
quence has been the growth of "pressure group" government within 
the nations and "power politics" internationally. To redress the 
balance there must be more stress upon character teaching and 
cooperative efforts for the general good. Both are "fundamental to 
the very life of Western civilization." * 7 

That this nation has a religious and moral duty to rescue and 
uplift the backward peoples of the earth has been one of the most 
freely propounded of our national dogmas. To voice a conviction 
that America is not only a ward but an instrument of divine Provi- 
dence seems almost a duty for anyone aspiring to national leader- 
ship. The religiousness of our nation is confidently assumed to ex- 
ceed that of every other people. Indeed, Americanism itself has been 
virtually transformed into a religion. It is the equivalent of godliness 
as opposed to the godlessness of Soviet Communism. 

At the same time, purity of morals has also been widely acclaimed 
as a symbol of our national superiority. This purity has little in com- 
mon with that freedom from evil desires preached by the Founder 
of Christianity. Rather, it has meant abstinence from sensual pleas- 
ures as a means of promoting efficiency. Indulgence in alcohol or 
in erotic delights is time consuming and therefore inimical to the 
pursuit of pecuniary success. Almost the only diversions considered 
thoroughly legitimate during the greater expanse of our history 
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have been hunting, fishing, baseball, football, basketball, and track. 
These are supposed to produce hardihood, manliness, keenness of 
perception, and coordination. It is not a waste of time for youth to 
indulge in them, for they inculcate the very qualities most conducive 
to personal efficiency. 

Much of this rationalizing of national virtues has carried over into 
American attitudes toward other peoples. We arrange nations in a 
kind of hierarchy, depending upon how closely they conform to the 
habit patterns of our own society. Such prejudices have underlain 
nearly all our immigration and naturalization laws enacted since 
1918. They were reflected also in the attitudes of American soldiers 
in Europe during and after the two world wars. It was relatively 
common for our troops to praise the Germans for their industry, 
cleanliness, efficiency, and manliness; and at the same time to ex- 
press contempt for the French for their indifference to modern im- 
provements and especially for their "decadence" and moral loose- 
ness. 
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Chapter Nine 

War as an Instrument 
of National Mission 



the beginning of the Mexican War of 1846-1848, John C. 
Calhoun described the feeling of the American people as 
"much excited and very high." He declared that there was no coun- 
try in the world, not even France, with a stronger inclination to 
war. The people were like a young man of eighteen, "full of health 
and vigour and disposed for adventure of any description," but 
without wisdom or experience to guide them. 3 Nearly seventy years 
later, with America threatened by another war, John W. Burgess 
characterized his fellow citizens as "an adventurous, warlike, and 
vainglorious people." They were not only "belligerent and boastful" 
but "restless, nervous, and at times hysterical." They had just the 
qualities "to answer the call of a Napoleon in the Presidency." No 
inborn depravity had made them thus, but the circumstances of 
their history. 'The continuous conquest of a new country from the 
savage, the wild beast, and the jungle" should never have been ex- 
pected, according to the venerable constitutional lawyer, to produce 
anything other than a bellicose and irritable nation. 2 

The judgments of Calhoun and Burgess were written during 
periods of emotional tension and were doubtless exaggerated. Yet 
they may be more generally veracious and applicable to normal 
times than is commonly believed. There is simply no proof that the 
United States has been a peace-loving nation, engaging in war at 
rare intervals with extreme reluctance. True, she has had her paci- 
fists, of greater or less consistency. So did Germany under the 
Kaisers and Russia under the Tsars. But it would be difficult to 
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"View of the Triumphal Arch, and the manner of receiving General Wash- 
ington at Trenton, on his Route to New- York, April 21 st , 1789." Attributed 
to the eighteenth century engraver, I. Trenchard. 

name a militarist dogma commonly associated with the saber-rattlers 
of Europe that was not duplicated on this side of the Atlantic. The 
philosophical Emerson, whom nobody would accuse of being a fire- 
eater, declared: "War civilizes, re-arranges the population, distrib- 
uting by ideas the innovators on one side, the antiquaries on the 
other. It opens the eyes wider. ... It lifts every population into an 
equal power and merit." 3 The equally philosophical Theodore 
Parker glorified war as an instrument of a higher morality and 
a liberating force in world history. "Sometimes," he said, "there is 
a contest between a falsehood and a great truth; a self-protecting 
war for freedom of mind, heart, and soul; yes, a war for a man's 
body, his wife's and children's body, for what is dearer to men 
than life itself, for the unalienable rights of man, for the idea that 
all are born free and equal. It was so in the American Revolution; 
in the English, in the French Revolution." 4 

Philosophers and rnolders of opinion in later times also conceived 
of war as in some degree a medicine for the human race. Although 
William James deplored the barbarous aspects of international con- 
flict, he could never purge his mind of the idea that war has en- 
nobling and vitalizing effects. Apropos of the American imbroglio 
with Spain in 1898, he wrote: "These excitements and ambitions are 
of course the forces that make nations great (when they do not ruin 
them), and it may be that war is to be the only force that can ham- 



mer us into decency, as it is the great torce that has hammered the 
European states." 5 Much more vehement was the attitude of Theo- 
dore Roosevelt. He exhorted the members of the Lincoln Club of 
New York on February 13, 1899: "If we ever grow to regard peace 
as a permanent condition; if we ever grow to feel that we can afford 
to let the keen, virile qualities of heart and mind and body be lost, 
then we will prepare the way for inevitable and shameful disaster 
in the future." 

These and similar statements reflected to some extent, no doubt, 
an attempt to rationalize the conflict with Spain and the imperialism 
that followed; but they were also, perhaps, as much of a cause as 
they were an effect. They were expressions of such dogmas as race 
superiority and the benefits of competition and conflict that had 
whetted the appetite for war and empire in the first place. 

THE BENEFITS AND DANGERS OF WAR 

Recognition of war as a beneficent institution was almost un- 
known in America prior to the nineteenth century. The Puritans 
and their immediate descendants saw fighting as merely another 
evidence of the depravity of man. For Roger Williams and the Quak- 
ers, war conflicted with the basic principle that all men are brothers, 
regardless of their nationality, status, or color of skin. The men of 
the Enlightenment conceived of international war as both inhumane 
and irrational and therefore unworthy of civilized beings who pro- 
fessed to follow the system of nature. But the French Revolution, 
and to some extent the American Revolution also, introduced into the 
world a fanatical idealism which recognized bloodshed as a desir- 
able means of attaining ends. It became sweet and proper to die for 
one's country, for the rights of one's class, or to extend the blessings 
of liberty to all mankind. Fanatical nationalism was born, and every 
war became a people's war, with whole nations fighting against 
each other in self-defense or for some hallowed purpose. Whereas 
the wars of the eighteenth century had been chiefly wars of maneu- 
ver, with limited armies striving to win by superior strategy, the 
post-Revolutionary conflicts became total wars with annihilation 
their cardinal object. 

The attitude of the Founding Fathers toward armed hostilities re- 
flected both the influence of the Enlightenment and of Puritan and 
secular pessimism. They considered the American Revolution a 
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justifiable struggle for relief from oppression, but they viewed war 
in general with pronounced apprehension. They feared, however, 
that it was inevitable and had almost no confidence in measures to 
prevent it. Alexander Hamilton concluded from his study of history 
that "the fiery and destructive passions of war" reigned in the hu- 
man breast "with much more powerful sway than the mild and 
beneficent sentiments of peace." He believed the causes of hostili- 
ties between nations to be innumerable, and that republics were no 
less disposed to offensive acts than monarchies. The most powerful 
motives, he thought, were "the love of power" and "the desire of 
pre-eminence and dominion." So potent were such factors that not 
even the most pacific policy on the part of a government would pre- 
serve it from being engaged in wars "more or less frequently." 

James Madison acclaimed peace as "the greatest of all blessings," 
but he had very little faith that the ideal of a warless world could 
ever be realized. "A universal and perpetual peace," he said, "is in 
the catalogue of events which will never exist but in the imagina- 
tions of visionary philosophers, or in the breasts of benevolent en- 
thusiasts." Projects for such an ideal, he granted, did great honor to 
the hearts of their authors but little indeed to their heads. Still, he 
admitted that "war contains so much folly, as well as wickedness, 
that much is to be hoped from the progress of reason; and if any- 
thing is to be hoped, everything ought to be tried." 

It may be doubted, though, that Madison himself did much to 
aid the "progress of reason" when he found himself confronted by 
some ugly political realities. He must bear a large share of respon- 
sibility for the War of 1812, which he blundered into partly in an 
effort to cover up his own mistakes and partly under pressure from 
the War Hawks, who hoped to use a war with Britain as a pretext 
for conquering Canada. Toward the end of his life he succumbed 
also to the emotional hysteria which demanded wars all over the 
globe in behalf of noble causes. In a letter of 1823 he expressed his 
indignation against Britain for failing to defend the Spanish consti- 
tutionalists against the forces of reaction and for declining to rush 
to arms in support of the Greek Revolution. "No nation," he wrote, 
"ever held in its hand in the same degree the destiny of so great a 
part of the civilized world." He suggested that a more glorious use 
might have been made of the opportunity if "the head of the Na- 
tion" had been "worthy of its heart." 7 
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Jefferson's views on war differed but slightly from those of his 
contemporaries. In common with Madison, he regarded peace as 
the surest reliance for stable prosperity and the happiness of man- 
kind; but he strove more consistently than Madison to prevent the 
nation from being swept into the holocausts of Europe. His con- 
fidence that he could succeed, however, dwindled almost to the 
vanishing point by the end of his administration. In fact, he had 
never believed that America could be so fortunate as to enjoy per- 
petual peace. Such a condition could be achieved only by abandon- 
ing oceanic commerce and leaving to the merchant fleets of other 
countries the transportation of our imports and exports. "This would 
make us invulnerable to Europe, by offering none of our property 
to their prize, and turn all our citizens to the cultivation of the 
earth." As for himself, he looked with favor upon such a proceeding, 
but he thought the habits of his countrymen attached themselves 
so firmly to commerce that they could not be diverted from it. Wars 
then would be bound sometimes to occur; and all the wise could 
do would be "to avoid that half of them which would be produced 
by our own follies and our own acts of injustice; and to make for the 
other half the best preparations we can." 8 

Under the influence of Utopianism, nationalism, and sentimental 
idealism, war ceased to be regarded as an inevitable calamity and 
came to be thought of as a kind of rainbow of promise. Even the 
wicked wars of the past were often justified as agents of progress, 
an assumption which left the door open for unstinted praise of mod- 
ern wars for culture and freedom. Emerson applauded the invasion 
and conquest of the East by Alexander as one of "the most bright 
and pleasing pages of history." It had the effect of uniting into one 
great community the divided commonwealth of Greece, and instill- 
ing new and enlarged public views into the minds of her statesmen. 
"It carried the arts and language and philosophy of the Greeks into 
the sluggish and barbarous nations of Persia, Assyria, and India." 
War, he maintained, sharpens the senses, develops the will, per- 
fects the physique, and "brings men into such swift and close col- 
lision in critical moments that man measures man." * 

Emerson's forerunner as a Transcendentalist philosopher, William 
E. Channing, depicted in even more glowing terms the benefits re- 
sulting when a nation goes into war clad with the breastplate of 
righteousness. "A nation in declaring war/' he wrote, "should be 
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lifted above its passions by the fearfulness and solemnity of the 
act. It should appeal with unfeigned confidence to heaven and earth 
for its uprightness of purpose. It should go forth as the champion 
of truth and justice, as the minister of God, to vindicate and sustain 
that great moral and national law, without which life has no security, 
and social improvements no defence/' To protect a state against 
lawless and unprincipled violence is a sacred duty and holy func- 
tion; and protection may often be found only in war. 10 

Like all wars, the American War Between the States heightened 
the feeling that war for a noble purpose is pregnant with possibili- 
ties for good. But in view of the amount of theorizing to such effect 
before the war, it would have been almost a miracle if the conflict 
had not occurred. In 1859 Henry Thoreau referred to John Brown's 
raid as "the best news that America has ever heard." " Apropos of 
the same event, Theodore Parker affirmed: "It may be a natural duty 
for the freeman to help the slaves to the enjoyment of their liberty, 
and as means to that end, to aid them in killing all such as oppose 
their natural freedom." 12 But the outbreak of armed conflict gen- 
erated much greater enthusiasm for the glorious consequences that 
victory promised. "Boys are heroes," Emerson exulted in 1863; "slav- 
ery is broken irretrievably." For such a gain, he thought, "one gen- 
eration might well be sacrificed." In so doing, the whole continent 
would be purged of evil and a new era of equal rights would "dawn 
on the universe." Three months after Appomattox he informed the 
faculty and students of Harvard College that the war was "within 
the highest right" and was a "marked benefactor in the hands of 
Providence." He found his proof in the lift it had given to the na- 
tional morale. It restored integrity "to this erring and immoral na- 
tion." It instilled new power into peaceful and amiable men, who 
hitherto had regarded conflict as abhorrent. "What an infusion of 
character," he fondly exclaimed, "went out from this and other col- 
leges!" 13 

In speaking his odes of praise for the blessings of war, Emerson 
anticipated by about thirty years similar pronouncements by Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, Jr. The future Supreme Court Justice served as 
a lieutenant in the Union army. Though he remembered many of 
his experiences as decidedly unromantic, he seemed, as the years 
passed, to invest the conflict itself with an aura of beauty and holi- 
ness. On Memorial Day, 1895, he told the graduating class of Har- 
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vard that the message of war is divine. He hoped we should not 
soon be called again to sit at that master's feet. "But some teacher 
of the kind we all need." We need it in order to be ready for danger, 
to be free from "individualist negations," to have faith in the worth 
of heroism, to appreciate the value of discipline, and to realize that 
there are some things in this world of greater consequence than 
ease and comfort and the fleshpots of luxury. He deplored the fact 
that many, both poor and rich, no longer had any interest in love 
of country or much faith in anything else. Their patriotism had been 
supplanted by loyalty to a labor union; or, under the mask of cos- 
mopolitanism, they were engaged in a "rootless, self-seeking search" 
for a place of maximum enjoyment at minimum cost. With a strange 
disregard for consistency he admitted that he also was beset by 
doubt and uncertainty. He knew neither the substance of truth nor 
the meaning of the universe. But "in the midst of doubt, in the col- 
lapse of creeds," there was one thing that he was sure of, and that 
was "that the faith is true and adorable which leads a soldier to throw 
away his life in obedience to a blindly accepted duty, in a cause 
which he little understands, in a plan of campaign of which he has 
no notion, under tactics of which he does not see the use." 

In hallowing war as a purifying and redeeming institution, Holmes 
seems not to have been aware of his indebtedness to the prevailing 
economic and social dogmas. The Social Darwinists hypothesized a 
world of eternal competition and conflict. They conceived of this 
perpetual struggle as a process of natural selection, in which the 
weak and unambitious were weeded out and the strong and more 
ruthless survived. By such means the cosmic forces that governed 
the universe were striving to produce a better race, stronger na- 
tions, and a more competent and self-reliant species of human 
beings. The fact that countless individuals had to be liquidated in 
the process was a matter of no concern. They were the necessary 
sacrificial victims who had to be offered up on the altar of human 
improvement. Under the law of evolution nature cares nothing for 
the individual but bestows all her attention on the perfection of 
the species. 

That Holmes accepted these dogmas is attested by a number of 
his most celebrated dicta. He remarked in the address quoted above 
that "the struggle for life is the order of the world, at which it is vain 
to repine." He could "imagine the burden changed in the way in 




Interior of Fort Sumter after the bombardment by Genera! Beauregard, 
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which it is to be borne," but he could not conceive of its ever being 
lifted from men's backs. He rebelled against the idea of regarding 
every human being as an end in himself and not as a means, for in 
wartime we march conscripts up to the front "with bayonets in 
their rear to die for a cause in which perhaps they do not believe." 
His conception of World War I he boiled down to the simple 
formula: "When the Germans in the late war disregarded what we 
called the rules of the game, I don't see there was anything to be 
said except: we don't like it and shall kill you if we can." In a fatalis- 
tic way he believed that "every society is founded on the death of 
men," and he saw no method of lessening the crude and wasteful 
process short of a drastic limitation of births. 14 At the age of eighty- 
seven he wrote to his friend Sir Frederick Pollock that war is not 



War as an Instrument of National Mission 243 

only not absurd but Inevitable and rational. 15 More and more, he 
appeared to talk like a skeptic who could not endure the logical 
implications of his own philosophy. Finding an attitude of negation 
uncomfortable, he embraced an uncritical faith in evolution and in 
the sanctity of the nation to fill the emotional vacuum left by "the 
collapse of creeds. 3 ' 

Many another American, in the late nineteenth and early twen- 
tieth centuries, went out of his way to eulogize war. In praising the 
Romans for establishing and maintaining the Pax Ramana by force 
of arms, John Fiske drew the conclusion that "for a very long time 
the possibility of peace can be guaranteed only through war." 16 Wil- 
liam Graham Sumner was equally lavish in his praise of the Romans, 
but he denied that universal peace could ever be attained. War was 
a part of the general pattern of competition which characterized the 
whole world of nature. It always had existed and always would. But 

Military intelligence in the Civil War. The man with the cigar Is Allan 
Pinkerton, intelligence officer of the Army of the Potomac. Despite his fame 
as a detective, his overestimation of the strength of the enemy seems to have 
been partly responsible for the excessive caution of General McCIellan. 
Photo by Brady or assistant. Library of Congress 
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it was far from being an unmixed evil Military inventions were the 
foundation for industrial improvements. Gunpowder, for example, 
was the basis for all our peacetime explosives, without which our 
canals and railroads could never have been built. The Wars of 
Napoleon tore down the relics of medievalism and freed the na- 
tions of Europe from the fetters of tradition. In a similar way the 
Crusades broke up the stagnation of the Dark Ages, destroying 
"what was barbaric and deadening'* and fostering new hopes by 
stimulating thought and knowledge. 17 

Both the Spanish-American War and World War I elicited apolo- 
gies and panegyrics for the iron dice. Theodore Roosevelt described 
the first-named conflict as not merely "the most righteous foreign 
war undertaken by any nation during the lifetime of the present 
generation" but one which "welded this country once and for all 
into an undivided nation." 18 On November 15, 1900, Alfred T. 
Mahan read a paper bearing the title "War from the Christian 
Standpoint" before a church congress in Providence, Rhode Island. 
His paramount purpose was to refute the contention that war is 
irreconcilable with Christianity. He admitted that war is an evil, but 
he insisted that it is "a remedy for greater evils, especially moral 
evils." When such evils exist, he argued, taking up arms to destroy 
them is not only not a sin, but to fail to do so is "distinctly an un- 
righteous deed." To wars of the past he credited the birth of the 
United States, the transformation from good into evil of "the dev- 
astating fire of the French Revolution and Napoleon," and the ex- 
tirpation of slavery. To the Spanish-American War he assigned such 
"benefits" as the destruction of a tyrannical empire, the planting 
of American power in Asia, and the rending of the veil "which pre- 
vented the English-speaking communities from seeing eye to eye, 
and revealing to each the face of a brother." 19 

Not only for Woodrow Wilson did World War I symbolize a 
crusade for the enhancement of democracy; John Dewey also 
thought the "relative eclipse** into which democracy had passed 
would be "reversed" by an Entente victory. Whether the reversal 
would be permanent, he said, would depend upon the originality 
and intelligence of the victors. 50 To the militant economic collectiv- 
ists Simon N. Patten and Richard T. Ely the war of the two rival 
alliances would provide a wholesome antidote for many of the social 
evils that afflicted the world of that time. The former thought it 
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would initiate a moral uplift which would lead to the suppression 
of extravagance, vice, dissipation, and race suicide. 21 Richard T. 
Ely looked for a revival of Americanization, which he deined as 
"loyalty to country based upon the profound emotional experience 
which is called love." He found the nation to be plagued by "a class 
of disloyal men who prate loudly about a super-national loyalty 
which obliterates loyalty to native country, or the country of one's 
adoption." He hoped for a reinstitution of nothing less than the 
ancient slogan, Duke et decorum est pro patria morl 2 ' 1 

Hopes for a Paradise born out of the Hell of war were less nu- 
merous during the second world conflict of our century. The fruits 
of disillusionment produced by World War I saved most of our 
leaders from the naivete that had afflicted their fathers. In the main, 
World War II was conceived as a struggle against such evils as 
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fascism, oppression, and slavery, rather than as a quest for the Holy 
Grail of permanent peace or universal democracy. Few grandiose 
ideals were set forth in the speeches of the major war leaders. The 
Atlantic Charter was a diluted version of Wilson's Fourteen Points. 
The Declarations and Agreements issued from Cairo, Yalta, and 
Potsdam dealt almost exclusively with the specific conditions to be 
imposed upon the vanquished. A partial exception was the Teheran 
Declaration, which recognized the responsibility of the victors to 
make a peace which would "banish the scourge and terror of war," 
not permanently, but "for many generations." The victory of Amer- 
ica and her allies probably convinced most of her chieftains that the 
overthrow of fascist power was a sufficient compensation for the 
anguish and carnage. But no one assumed that the millennium had 
been achieved or that a bright new day was about to dawn. The fear 
of an unstable peace, the lack of enthusiasm for the United Nations, 
and the haunting specter of a third world war to be fought with 
weapons many times more deadly than those available in 1939 pre- 
cluded such rose-colored dreams. 

As for the dangers of war, few Americans who have contributed 
to the shaping of national ideals have ever said much about them. 
The Founding Fathers present an exception. They were such keen 
students of the downfall of nations and were so profoundly con- 
scious of the close connection between war and despotic govern- 
ment that they could not refrain from giving their countrymen some 
stern warnings. Even Hamilton thought it necessary to remind the 
people of New York that the violence and anxieties of war would 
"compel nations the most attached to liberty to resort for repose 
and security to institutions which have a tendency to destroy their 
civil and political rights." 23 Madison's admonitions were even more 
emphatic. "Of all the enemies to public liberty," he wrote, "war is, 
perhaps, the most to be dreaded, because it comprises and develops 
the germ of every other. War is the parent of armies; from these 
proceed debts and taxes; and armies, debts, and taxes are the known 
instruments for the domination of the few over the many/' Other 
perils to republicanism, he said, "may be traced in the inequality of 
fortunes, and the opportunities of fraud, growing out of a state of 
war, and in the degeneracy of manners and morals engendered by 
both." He concluded with the categorical assertion: "No nation 
could preserve its freedom in the midst of continuous warfare." 24 
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Another exception to the generality of American spokesmen who 
have tended to minimize the dangers of war was Woodrow Wilson. 
True, he believed in taking up the sword of righteousness and wag- 
ing crusades after the manner of knight-errantry. On May 7, 1911, 
he said in Denver that there are times when nations must accept the 
challenge of battle "in order to vindicate spiritual conceptions. For 
liberty is a spiritual conception, and when men take up arms to set 
other men free, there is something sacred and holy in the warfare," 
Yet no one recognized the evils in international conflict more clearly 
than he. The night before he delivered his war message of 1917 to 
Congress he summoned Frank Cobb of the New York World to the 
White House and poured into his ear all of the tragic consequences 
he feared would be likely to flow from the step he was about to 
take. "Once lead this people into war," he said, "and they'll forget 
there ever was such a thing as tolerance. A majority of them will go 
war-mad, quit thinking, and devote their energies to destruction. 
To fight you must be brutal and ruthless, and the spirit of ruthless 
brutality will enter into every fibre of our national life, infecting 
Congress, the courts, the policeman on the beat, the man in the 
street." According to Cobb, the President went on to express his 
fears that the Constitution would not survive the war, and that free 
speech and the right of assembly would go down into oblivion. At 
San Diego, on September 19, 1919, he predicted that if another war 
came, it would make the terrors of the one just ended seem like the 
nightmares of a child. The weapons the Germans used would be 
mere toys compared with the implements of horror that would be 
invented before and during the next war. 

PLOWSHARES AND PRUNING HOOKS INTO 
SWORDS AND SPEARS 

If there was one fond hope of the Founders of the American re- 
public, it was to keep it a nation dedicated to the arts of peace. 
They feared that wars would have to be fought, but they were 
determined to do everything in their power to prevent the growth 
of a dominant military clique or a habit in the people of looking to 
force or conquest for a solution of their problems. For this reason 
they insisted upon subordinating the military to the civil authority, 
empowering the legislature rather than the executive branch to issue 



248 War as an Instrument of National Mission 

declarations of war, and limiting the term of military appropriations 
to two years. 

It was for this reason also that the Fathers condemned large stand- 
ing armies. Hamilton denounced such forces as "a source of more 
real danger to our liberties than all the powers that could be con- 
ferred upon the representatives of the Union." 2!i In the Federal Con- 
vention, Madison characterized large standing armies as "the great- 
est danger to liberty/' "The means of defense against foreign dan- 
ger," he added, 'liave been always the instruments of tyranny at 
home." He doubted that even the best organized despotisms of the 
Old World could maintain themselves without stirring up alarms 
of foreign danger every now and then to "tame the people to the 
domestic yoke." Britain alone was an exception. Her insular posi- 
tion rendered defense less necessary, "and admitted a kind of de- 
fense which could not be used for the purpose of oppression." 2e In 
Federalist No. 41 he repeated his doleful assertions that the liberties 
of Europe had been sacrificed to her military establishments. Even 
the smallest standing army, he declared, has its "inconveniences/* 
"On an extensive scale its consequences may be fatal." 

The antimilitarism of the Fathers began to waver a bit in the 
1790's as a result of the French Revolution and the threat of a war 
with France. On March 8, 1794, Hamilton wrote to Washington, 
advising him that if it should be made known "that the government 
has an efficient active force in its disposal for defense or offense on 
an emergency, there will be much less temptation, and much more 
hesitation to provoke us." This, of course, was merely a polite way 
of saying that we should preserve peace by flexing our muscles. 
The preceding December Washington himself had communicated 
to Congress essentially the same doctrine. "There is a rank," he said, 
"due to the United States among nations, which will be withheld, 
if not absolutely lost, by the reputation of weakness. If we desire 
to avoid insult, we must be able to repel it; if we desire to secure 
peace, one of the most powerful instruments of our rising prosperity, 
it must be known that we are at all times ready for war." This 
assumption, that preparedness for war is the effective means of pre- 
serving peace, soon became one of the cardinal premises of Ameri- 
can political thinking. 

Since the middle 1800's a powerful ground swell of opinion has 
rolled over this country in favor of armed strength as the safest re- 
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liance for peace and security. In 1842 Orestes Brownson declared 
that the United States needed "as a peace establishment a standing 
army of at least 100,000 men, and a navy nearly as large as that of 
England or France." Less would be insufficient, he argued, to pre- 
serve henceforth the rank of a first-class power, to maintain "the 
hegemony of the New World," and to hold in our hands, "to a great 
extent, the peace of Europe." 27 In The New Era, published in 1893, 
Josiah Strong cautioned his readers that the time had not yet come 
when nations would consent to be controlled entirely by right and 
reason. It was still true that the argument was "on the side of the 
heaviest battalions; still true among nations that the weight of an 
opinion depends much on the fighting weight of the government 
which utters it." He hoped devoutly that "the various branches of 
the Anglo-Saxon race" would cooperate to such an extent in the 
future that their overwhelming superiority of power would "com- 
pel the world's peace and deliver the nations from the vampire of 
militarise" 2 * 

The leading apostles of militarism in the United States are gen- 
erally considered to have been Admiral Mahan and his worshipful 
admirer Theodore Roosevelt. The former wrote so ingratiatingly, 
and with so many appeals to Christian morality, that he seemed to 
some people to be the very soul of charity and peace. But no one 
went further in glorifying force not even von Treitschke or Marx. 
In the view of the great admiral, force was "a faculty of national 
life; one of the talents committed to nations by God." It must be 
wisely used, but it could not be renounced or abandoned without 
incurring the condemnation meted out to the unprofitable servant 
of the Bible, who hid his talent in the earth. Force was the midwife 
of all progress, the instrument which had lifted European nations 
to their present plane, and which "still supports our political sys- 
tems, national and international, as well as social organization." The 
obligation "to maintain right by force if need be" rested with special 
gravity upon the large states with the means to use it effectively, for 
"much is required of those to whom much is given." 

Mahan repudiated with particular vehemence the doctrine that 
preparedness is a provocation to war. The immense armaments of 
Europe, he insisted, were "a cheap alternative" to the frequent dis- 
astrous wars that had occurred before "the era of general military 
preparation." It was perhaps an act of poetic justice that he should 
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have been permitted to live for a few months after the beginning of 
World War I, and so to realize the egregious fallacy in this argu- 
ment. Mahan also rejected the doctrine that nations should prepare 
for defensive wars only. It is vain, he contended, to maintain a mili- 
tary or naval force "which cannot, first or last, go out, assail the 
enemy, and hurt him in his vital interests." Moreover, defensive 
force "is of small account in diplomatic relations, for it is nearly 
useless as a deterrent from war." With the construction of the 
Panama Canal, Mahan foresaw an increasing entanglement of the 
United States in world affairs. Big armies and navies would become 
the instruments to bluff our rivals in the poker game of power 
politics. 20 

No master ever had a more faithful disciple than Mahan found 
in the young and effervescent Theodore Roosevelt. In fact the pupil 
outdid the master in proclaiming the virtues of military action. He 
was himself a perennial volunteer, in constant quest of opportuni- 
ties for "derring-do." When President Cleveland became involved 
in a dispute with Great Britain over the boundary between Vene- 
zuela and British Guiana, Roosevelt was hysterical with joy. He 
thought it must surely lead to war and to a chance to conquer and 
annex Canada. After the Battle of San Juan Hill he proudly reported 
that he had killed a Spaniard with his own hands, "like a jackrabbit." 
In 1917, at the age of fifty-nine, he clamored for the privilege of 
leading an expeditionary force against the Germans. His doctrines 
were completely in accord with the events of his life. "All the great 
masterful races have been fighting races," he told the Naval War 
College in 1897. 

Though Roosevelt accepted the Nobel Peace Prize in 1910, and 
conceded that "peace is generally good in itself," he believed that 
this end could be obtained by a single method: by confronting a 
potential enemy with such overwhelming power that he would not 
dare to attack. "It is only the warlike power of a civilized people," 
he said, "that can give peace to the world." Most of the time, how- 
ever, he seemed to think that there was something disgraceful about 
a prolonged absence of hostilities. He told the Hamilton Club of 
Chicago in 1899 that "it is only through strife, through hard and 
dangerous endeavor, that we shall ultimately win the goal of true 
national greatness." He had a horror that the nation might lose its 
"fighting edge," and roundly denounced "sentimentalists" like Carl 
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Schurz and President Eliot of Harvard for advocating the settle- 
ment of International disputes by arbitration and conciliation. "No 
nation can hold its place in the world," he maintained, "or can do 
any work really worth doing, unless it stands ready to guard Its 
rights with an armed hand. That orderly liberty which Is both the 
foundation and the capstone of our civilization can be gained and 
kept only by men who are willing to fight for an ideal" 8 " 

Few theories have gained wider application in official policy than 
the military doctrines of Mahan and Roosevelt. Some people would 
argue that these doctrines have been vindicated by the events of 
recent years. Others would disagree. But whether vindicated or not, 
they have been generally accepted. It is assumed that our diplomats 
must always lead from strength, and that overwhelming force is the 
only language our potential enemies understand. A third world war 
has been averted thus far solely by the fact that the United States 
has the advantage over Russia In the possession of and in the ability 
to deliver devastating bombs. 

Opinions of this sort were freely expressed by President Truman. 
In his first year in office he advised Congress; "The surest guaranty 
that no nation will ever again attack us is to remain strong in the 
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only kind of strength an aggressor can understand military power." 
Four years later he admitted that it was unusual for America to 
maintain substantial armed forces in time of peace. But he insisted 
that it was an absolute necessity as long as there is a threat to the 
existence of peace. "Any uncertainty/' he said, "as to the ability or 
the willingness of the free nations of the world to defend themselves 
is an invitation to aggression.'* 31 

That Truman's successor would follow policies based upon the 
same doctrines was made clear even before he became President. 
In 1945 General Eisenhower declared: "To be strong nationally is 
not a sin, it is a necessity." He considered it a necessity, first of all, 
to defend ourselves, "and secondly, to give the necessary dignity 
and influence to the words of our leaders as they labor to perfect 
machinery by which the world may settle its difficulties." 32 The 
resemblance between the latter purpose and Mahan's idea of di- 
plomacy backed by the mailed fist is more than superficial. 

PACIFISM WITH EXCEPTIONS 

Devotion to peace was regarded by Henry Adams as one of the 
most deeply rooted of American characteristics. Perhaps he was 
right. Certainly the champions of peace in the United States have 
equaled in number and fervor those of any other country. Every 
one of our wars was vehemently opposed by men of prominence, 
at least before it started, while three of them-the War of 1812, the 
Mexican War, and the Spanish-American War continued to be 
condemned while they were in progress and for long afterward. 
No country has had more organized peace societies or produced 
more plans and panaceas for the prevention and cure of war. It is 
noteworthy, also, that among all the recipients of the Nobel Peace 
Prize, by far the largest number have been Americans. 

Yet to discover consistent and unequivocal pacifists among Ameri- 
can political and intellectual leaders is not an easy task. Critics of 
war can be found by the hundreds, but devout and uncompromising 
opponents of slaughter as a barbarous and irrational method of set- 
tling disputes can be counted on the fingers of one hand. The list 
would include William Lloyd Garrison, Jane Addams, and possibly 
David Starr Jordan. 

From all the available evidence, Garrison never deviated from the 
path of stern opposition to military measures. He would not even 
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sanction a war for righteousness. "The history of mankind/* he said, 
"is crowded with evidences, proving that physical coercion is not 
adapted to moral regeneration; that the sinful disposition of man 
can be subdued only by love; that evil can be exterminated from 
the earth only by goodness . . . that it is only the meek who shall 
inherit the earth, for the violent who resort to the sword, shall perish 
with the sword." 33 

Jane Addams, founder of Hull House and Chairman of the 
Women's Peace party, saw no justification whatever for taking the 
sword. War, according to her view, was not only barbarous but 
"juvenile," a silly pastime of aging men who knew no better way 
of expending their energies. She put it into the same class with 
dueling and bear-baiting. The remedy, she believed, lay in a trans- 
valuation of values. The social feelings of sympathy, humanitarian- 
ism, and neighborliness must somehow be made to take the place 
of bloodthirstiness, vengeance, and hatred. She believed that the 
social instincts of man were just about as strong as the antisocial, 
and could be brought into supremacy by the proper education and 
environmental influences. She recommended, also, the development 
of an enlightened industrialism to divert men's energies into peace- 
ful pursuits and at the same time eliminate the poverty and hunger 
which provide the excuse for aggression. 34 

David Starr Jordan may also be described as a consistent pacifist 
during most of his life. According to his own testimony, he became 
a crusader for peace when he discovered facts which convinced him 
that the Spanish-American War was being promoted for private 
profit. Soon afterward he was elected a vice-president of the Anti- 
Imperialist League, along with Carl Schurz and Andrew Carnegie. 
In 1909 he became chief director of the World Peace Foundation. 
Following his retirement as president of Stanford University in 
1913, he devoted his energies almost exclusively to the cause of 
peace. He waged a determined struggle for more than two years to 
keep America neutral in World War I. He tried to convince Presi- 
dent Wilson that the peoples everywhere were tired of the conflict, 
and that even the governments of the belligerent nations would 
welcome a way of escape from the nightmare of carnage. To the 
mind of Jordan, war was the acme of abominations. In the last 
speech he ever delivered he described it as "murder, robbery, trick- 
ery/' Military conflict unleashed all the evil passions of human na- 
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ture, the most bestial and the most sordid displays of lust and greed. 
He admitted that war might be better than slavery, but he con- 
tended that "every war involves widespread degradation and spirit- 
ual enslavement to a greater or less degree." So-called defensive 
wars and holy wars possessed no more merit, in his judgment, than 
aggressive wars or wars of conquest. No holy or righteous war, he 
said, was ever carried on except by the most unrighteous methods. 

Yet Jordan cannot be classified as an absolute pacifist. He was 
more consistent than the majority of other leaders in the peace 
movement, but he did admit that the Civil War was "necessary," 
and he eventually gave his benediction to America's participation 
in World War I, though with profound reluctance and deep misgiv- 
ings. He preferred to classify himself as a "pragmatic pacifist," who 
appraises war scientifically from the standpoint of its practical 
effects. Such appraisals, he believed, would generally lead to the 
conclusion that war destroys freedom, promotes hate, vitiates de- 
mocracy, and undermines civilization by the destruction of superior 
manhood. Nevertheless, such scientific studies would not rule out 
the possibility that some wars are justifiable as "wars to end wars" 
or to deliver peoples from oppression. They would show that though 
war is never righteous, in rare instances it may still be honorable 
as the last resort of "mangled, murdered liberty." 8S 

Some other Americans have been more generously acclaimed as 
champions of peace than any of the three already discussed. But 
whether deservedly or not is open to question. Henry Thoreau, for 
example, became so well known for his stress upon conscience and 
the moral law that he still stands, in the opinion of many, as a 
symbol of opposition to the use of force in adjusting the affairs of 
men. His Essay on Civil Disobedience served as a Bible to Tolstoy 
and Gandhi. Yet Thoreau saluted John Brown as a deliverer of 
humanity for his raid at Harpers Ferry. And when the Civil War 
broke out, the dying ascetic at Concord felt himself uplifted at the 
prospect of moral regeneration to accompany the conflict. 

Of almost equal fame, perhaps, as a proponent of peace was 
James Russell Lowell, who referred to war in "The Biglow Papers" 
as "murder," and pointedly asked, 

Wufs the use o meetin' goin* 
Every Sabbath, wet or dry, 
Ef it's right to go amowin* 
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Feller-men like oats or rye? 
I dunno but wut it's pooty 
Trainin' round in bobtail coats, 
But it's curus Christian dooty 
This 'ere cuttin' folk's throats. 

But Lowell had no qualms whatever about "cuttin' folk's throats" 
over the issues of slavery and secession. He declared that recon- 
ciliation from the first was impossible, and "that to attempt it was 
unwise, because it put the party of law and loyalty in the wrong/" 
He thought a "ten years* war would be cheap that gave us a country 
to be proud of, and a flag that should command the respect of the 
world because it was the symbol of the enthusiastic unity of a great 
nation." 3fl 

Probably no American has contributed more to the development 
of a psychological basis for pacifism than William James, As noted 
previously, he found war to be an outgrowth of subliminal instincts 
of pugnacity and love of glory and excitement. Behind the facade 
of civilized human nature lurked a savage beast, ready to break 
through at the first opportunity. Our ancestors bred pugnacity into 
our very bones; centuries of peace would not suffice for its elimi- 
nation. The people want war, and would be bored by the dullness 
and insipidity of perpetual peace. Unless some substitute is found 
which will provide the thrills and excitement, the heroism and con- 
tempt for danger, the appeals to idealism and self-sacrifice that are 
the fruits of military conflict, pacifism will rest upon flimsy founda- 
tions. It will fail and will deserve to fail. 

According to James, the virtues of militarism must be preserved 
to prevent the evolution of a nation of mollycoddles. He therefore 
urged the adoption of "a moral equivalent of war." He recom- 
mended that this take the form of conscripting the whole youthful 
population to wage war against the evils and injustices of nature. 
Some of our "gilded youths" would be drafted to work in the coal 
mines; others would engage in dish-washing, road-building, or tun- 
nel-making; still others would go into foundries and stoke-holes, to 
freight yards., or to fishing fleets in December. All would "get the 
childishness knocked out of them,'* and would "come back into 
society with healthier sympathies and soberer ideas/* By such 
methods, James believed that the values of war and the military life 
could be preserved without the blood-letting. But he was still un- 
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willing to concede that blood-letting was entirely devoid of advan- 
tages. In the past, war had been "the gory nurse" that had "trained 
societies to cohesiveness," and he thought it might well continue to 
do so in the future. Civilization and all its blessings, he contended, 
'liave grown up in the shadow of the wars of antiquity." : " 

It is interesting and perhaps significant that some of the strongest 
condemnations of war have come from the Presidents who took the 
nation into its most recent conflicts. Three days after the sinking of 
the Lusitania threatened to plunge the United States into a war of 
vengeance against Germany, Woodrow Wilson sought to counteract 
the influence of interventionists by reminding his fellow citizens: 
"The example of America must be the example not merely of peace 
because it will not fight, but of peace because peace is the healing 
and elevating influence of the world and strife is not." Franklin D. 
Roosevelt declared during the campaign of 1940, "I hate war," and 
avowed that he had one supreme determination to do all in his 
power to keep war away from American shores. At Chautauqua in 
1936 he assured an admiring audience: "We believe in democracy; 
we believe in freedom; we believe in peace. We offer to every nation 
of the world the handclasp of the good neighbor." President Truman 
had been in office little more than two years when he affirmed that 
"the only security for the United States, or for any other nation . . . 
lies in the abolition of war." In 1948 he informed the American 
Legion that "the Government of the United States utterly rejects 
the concept of war as a means of solving international differences/' 
The spirit of the American people, he insisted four years later, "has 
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never been warlike. Our people came to this country to find peace 
and freedom. That's what we have always wanted. That's what we 
want now, and that is what our national policy is designed to pre- 

"is 

serve. 3S 

There was doubtless not the slightest insincerity in any of the 
statements quoted above. The Presidents who made them seem 
to have been convinced in their own minds that in leading their 
country into war in 1917, 1941, and 1950 they were doing the most 
logical thing in the world to hasten the day when international strife 
should be no more. If they were deluding themselves, they were 
no more deluded than the vast majority of their countrymen. The 
idea that resort to force is the most efficient means of disposing of 
baffling problems is one of the strongest of our national myths. 
Force has likewise always been considered a justifiable instrument 
for the attainment of those noble purposes which Destiny has thrust 
upon us. As the Israelites of the modern world we could hardly 
think otherwise. The Chosen People have a God-given right to put 
to the sword those who would prevent us from extending the sphere 
of our blessings. Though recent years have brought some abate- 
ment of this ethnic conceit, it still must be reckoned with by opti- 
mists who believe that the United States is the world's best hope 
for peace. 
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Chapter Ten 

Empire and World Leadership 



Since the beginning of their history as a nation, Americans 
have struggled to reconcile two sharply conflicting views 
of their relations with the rest of the world. On the one hand, they 
have considered themselves a peculiar people, separated by thou- 
sands of miles from the homeland of their fathers, and hating the 
wicked and irrational ways of Europe. In accordance with this line 
of thinking, the Old World has been synonymous with oppression, 
tyranny, and crafty and cynical diplomacy. On the other hand, 
Americans have conceived of their republic as the handmaid of 
Destiny, as a chosen nation with a mission to guide and instruct 
and even to rule "savage and senile" peoples. To accomplish such 
a mission it would be necessary for America to express her sym- 
pathy with the victims of repression, to intervene to assist them, 
and even to overthrow autocratic and militaristic regimes that stood 
as obstacles to the spread of liberty and civilization. Arguments of 
this sort have frequently been used to justify our intervention in the 
rivalries and contentions of Old World politics. 

THE LURE OF EMPIRE 

It would scarcely be an exaggeration to say that America became 
an empire before she became a state. At least she developed im- 
perial ambitions. These were manifested in the claims of several of 
the colonies to lands extending to the Mississippi River and even 
in some cases to the Pacific Ocean. They were exhibited also in the 
speeches and writings of a number of the Founders. As early as 
1778 George Mason avowed that the Union would not be complete 
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"until the inhabitants of all the territory from Cape Breton to the 
Mississippi" were included in it. As long as Britain possessed Canada 
and West Florida she would be continually inciting the Indians 
against the whites, and as long as she held the harbors of St. Augus- 
tine and Halifax Americans would not be able to protect their trade 
from depredations. 1 In 1799 Hamilton wrote that "we ought cer- 
tainly to look to the possession of the Floridas and Louisiana, and 
we ought to squint at South America." - Even Jefferson confessed 
to looking with covetous eyes upon Cuba "as the most interesting 
addition which could ever be made to our system of States." It 
would round out our control over the Gulf of Mexico and "fill up 
the measure of .our political well-being." He realized, however, that 
it could not be obtained without war, and that was a price he was 
unwilling to pay. 3 

Neither the success nor the failure of expansionist projects in the 
early nineteenth century seemed to have much effect upon imperial- 
ist ambitions. In 1803 the Union more than doubled its size by the 
purchase of Louisiana. But some leaders were not satisfied. John 
Quincy Adams advised his father eight years later that the whole 
continent of North America appeared "to be destined by Divine 
Providence to be peopled by one nation/' speaking one language 
and adhering to the same principles and social usages. For their 
common happiness, peace, and prosperity he considered it "indis- 
pensable that they should be associated in one federal union." The 
War of 1812 seemed to place the stamp of failure and hopelessness 
upon dreams of annexing Canada. Yet belief in the possibility of 
future success continued to flourish* It found lodgment in the minds 
of some Americans as late as 1911, when Champ Clark, Speaker of 
the House of Representatives, brazenly announced that he hoped 
"to see the day when the American flag will float over every square 
foot of the British-North American possessions clear to the North 
Pole." 4 

But designs upon Canada were only one element in a compre- 
hensive pattern of expansionist ambitions. Theodore Parker could 
think only in terms of the whole hemisphere. "Then what a nation 
we shall one day become. America, the mother of a thousand Anglo- 
Saxon states, tropic and temperate on both sides of the equator, 
may behold the Mississippi and the Amazon uniting their waters 
. . . may count her children at last by hundreds of millions. . . . 
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The fulfillment of this vision is our province; we are the involuntary 
instruments of God. Shall America scorn the mission God sends her 
on? Then let us all perish, and may Russia teach justice to man- 
kind/* " To his credit it should be said that he approved of expan- 
sion by purchase only, and not by conquest. 

Parker's younger contemporary, Parke Godwin, Fourierist and 
idealist, was not so discriminating. He justified both the forcible 
ejection of the Indians from their lands and the conquest of terri- 
tory from Mexico. "A small, but savage and intractable race sud- 
denly surrounded by a powerful and civilized people, whose laws 
and customs it cannot or will not accept, but whose vices are readily 
spread among them, has no other destiny but to die of its corrup- 
tions, to perish in arms, or to be removed by gentle methods to 
some more remote and untroubled hunting grounds." In such sum- 
mary fashion he disposed of the Indian problem. The dispossession 
of Mexico of half her territory caused him no greater qualms. "It 
was a regular war, begun in vindication of the clearest national 
rights, which had been outraged/* Moreover, it was carried on with 
a strict regard for "honorable principles," and it was concluded by 
a "deliberate treaty" which provided generous payment for every- 
thing taken. But payment or no payment, "an instinct in the human 
soul, deeper than the wisdom of politics . . . impels the people on, 
to the accomplishment of that high destiny which Providence has 
plainly reserved for our race." Cuba, Canada, Mexico, South Amer- 
ica, the islands of the seas, all will be ours if we condescend to 
take them. Every one of them should "rise up to meet us at our 
coming, and the desert and the solitary places be glad that the hour 
for breaking their fatal enchantments, the hour of their emancipa- 
tion, had arrived." 6 

The planter aristocrats of the South are often accused of having 
instigated the Mexican War for the purpose of bringing more slave 
states into the Union, and of being rabid imperialists in other direc- 
tions for the same reason. Undoubtedly some of them had such 
ambitions. In 1846 John C. Calhoun dreamed of an America with 
one foot on the Atlantic Coast and the other on the Pacific. He 
coveted the possession of Mexico, although both he and Alexander 
H. Stephens opposed its conquest by force. Jefferson Davis longed 
for the acquisition not merely of Mexico but of Cuba and other 
tropical territories. Proclaiming expansion as "the most settled pol- 
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icy of the United States/* he affirmed the Machiavellian doctrine 
that nations which do not grow, inevitably wither and die. He hoped 
that growth might always be accomplished by peaceful methods, 
but when the vital interests of humanity and civilization com- 
manded the United States to annex more territory, the methods 
were of little consequence. 7 

The imperialism of northerners in this period was scarcely less 
audacious. Although William H. Seward expressed his disapproval 
of a war to conquer Cuba, he echoed the conviction of John Quincy 
Adams that the United States must never allow the Pearl of the 
Antilles to pass under the dominion of any power that was then, 
or could become, a rival or enemy/ Even lower depths of brashness 
were reached by Edward Everett and James Buchanan. The former 
argued that Cuba lay at our very door and was "almost essential to 
our safety." The latter was one of the authors of the so-called Ostend 
Manifesto, declaring that if Spain refused to sell Cuba for a maxi- 
mum price of $120,000,000, it should be wrested from her, in ac- 
cordance with "every law, human and divine." 

Post-Civil War imperialism is generally more familiar to students 
of American history than is the ante-bellum variety. Moreover, it is 
commonly associated with specific struggles and controversies, like 
those growing out of the acquisition of the Philippines. Actually, 
the growth of imperialist sentiment in the United States paralleled 
that in European countries. Just as in England and France, after 
1870, men with aspirations for position and power came forward to 
trumpet the advantages of colonies, so on this side of the Atlantic 
prophets of empire made their appearance years before the out- 
break of the War with Spain. First in chronological order was Josiah 
Strong, who in his celebrated essay Our Country, published in 1885, 
set forth his firm conviction that God was not only preparing in 
Anglo-Saxon countries the die with which to stamp all the other 
peoples of the earth, but that He was "also massing behind that die 
the mighty power with which to press it." A few years later he 
expressed the hope that Britain and America would bring China 
"thoroughly" under their influence, impregnating her with a new 
life and giving her a "political and religious regeneration." The fact 
that she and some other backward countries had governments of 
their own made no difference. The popular idea that no people can 
be rightfully governed without their consent "was formed when 
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world conditions were radically different, and peoples could live 
separate lives/ 7 But the world has grown smaller, and plague spots 
in any part of It are a menace to all the rest. 1 " 

More brutally frank even than Strong was John W. Burgess, well 
known as a constitutional lawyer and champion of the Teutonic 
genius as the chief agent of human progress. The Teutonic nations, 
Burgess alleged, have a mission to carry political civilization into 
those parts of the world Inhabited by "unpolitical and barbaric 
races." The latter, It seemed, occupy the greater portion of the 
earth's surface. The civilized states have a right to insist that the 
uncivilized populations become civilized. If they cannot do so by 
their own efforts, "they must submit to the powers that can do it 
for them." Not only does the civilized state have the right to con- 
quer barbaric peoples, but If they remain recalcitrant In their bar- 
barism, the civilized state "may clear the territory of their presence 
and make It the abode of civilized man." The latter need not be 
troubled in his conscience about the morality of such a policy "when 
it becomes manifestly necessary." No rights are thereby violated 
which are not petty and trivial in comparison with the "transcend- 
ent right and duty" of the civilized state "to establish political and 
legal order everywhere." No one can deny that it is in the interest 
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of world civilization "that law and order and the true liberty con- 
sistent therewith shall reign everywhere upon the globe." The civil- 
ized states should, of course, refrain from hasty and irresponsible 
action in seizing power, but they have no obligation to await an 
invitation from misgoverned or incompetent states. They themselves 
are the best judges of the proper time and occasion for intervening 
"for the execution of their great world duty." To shirk their re- 
sponsibility in this matter is to be recreant to their mission as the 
uplifters and guardians of the human race. 11 

The outbreak of war with Spain in 1898 and the vistas of imperial 
grandeur it opened up for the United States resulted in further 
bombastic outbursts in justification of colonial expansion. The most 
voluble of its new apostles was Albert J. Beveridge. Six days after 
the declaration of war upon Spain, he pronounced the American 
people "a conquering race," who must obey their blood and "occupy 
new markets and, if necessary, new lands." God had ordained it so. 
He had made it a part of His infinite plan that "debased civiliza- 
tions and decaying races" should disappear "before the higher civili- 
zation of the nobler and more virile types of man." Two years later 
in his "Star of Empire" speech, he proclaimed that every people 
who had achieved greatness had done so in part as colonizers and 
subjugators, and that the sovereignty of the Stars and Stripes could 
be nothing but a blessing to any land and any people. History 
shows, he maintained, that civilization can be extended only by 
the small number of superior peoples among the nations of the 
world. They are God's anointed, chosen by Him as trustees of the 
progress of mankind. And most of all among those chosen, He has 
marked the American people to lead finally in the regeneration of 
savage and degenerate races. This is their destiny, and they have 
no alternative but to accept it. 

As one would expect, the associates of Beveridge in acclaiming 
the Spanish-American War as an epochal event in the divine pat- 
tern of the universe were also apostles of imperialism. Admiral 
Mahan, for instance, could not understand the long chain of colo- 
nial conquests by Great Britain on any other basis than manifesta- 
tions of a Supreme Intelligence, "acting through all time, with pur- 
pose deliberate and consecutive, to ends not yet discerned." The 
great admiral was not always so mystical, however. Generally he 
was content to find justification for empire in such mundane sources 
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as the importance of sea power. Control of the sea, as "the world's 
great medium of circulation/' he regarded as the chief material 
element in the power and prosperity of nations. It followed that a 
nation should not hesitate to take possession, "when it can be done 
righteously," of such maritime positions as will "contribute to secure 
command." The pious clause, "when it can be done righteously," 
was not much of a limitation. Like John W. Burgess, Mahan made 
political capacity and the interests of civilization the tests of a 
people's right to retain their independence. The right of any people 
to self-government is not an indefeasible right but is subordinate 
to "the natural right of the world at large that resources should not 
be left idle, but be utilized for the general good." Failure to con- 
tribute to this larger result justifies, according to Mahan, "compul- 
sion from outside." Nor need any tenderness be shown to corrupt 
or incompetent governments. Should necessity demand it, they 
should be "discontinued" as unworthy institutions by the bearers 
of the higher civilization. 12 

Few Americans have justified imperialism for definite reasons 
of economic aggrandizement. Senator Beveridge made occasional 
oblique references to "China's illimitable markets" and to nuggets 
of gold which could be plucked from the streams of the Philippine 
Islands. But, mostly, he and his compatriots talked in terms of mis- 
sion, race, and civilization. 

An outstanding exception to the practice mentioned above was 
Brooks Adams, lawyer, philosopher, and member of one of the most 
distinguished families that ever embellished the pages of American 
history. In 1900 Adams published a fatalistic little essay entitled 
America's Economic Supremacy, in which he described an increas- 
ingly savage competition among the powers of the world for control 
of markets and vital resources. All of the great powers were caught 
as in a maelstrom. None could remain stationary. To fail to move 
with the current spelled destruction. The explanation stemmed from 
the fact that every industrialized nation was glutted with products. 
Its prosperity and even survival depended upon finding markets to 
absorb the surplus. But since all were in the same predicament, 
and since the potential markets were limited, every major nation 
faced the prospect of a deadly war just as soon as the tensions be- 
came serious enough to produce an explosion. The prize to be won 
would be the most dazzling in the imagination of man, but failure 
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would mean the fate of Carthage after the Punic Wars or of Spain 
after the defeat of the Armada. America must either elect to com- 
pete for this prize and prepare to fight Germany, Japan, Russia, and 
possibly Britain, or resign herself to the example of France, limiting 
her birthrate and practicing frugality to the point of penury. By 
so doing she might save her existence, but she would lose her na- 
tional vitality. Rather than endure such a loss, Adams quite ob- 
viously preferred that America should continue the scramble for 
colonies and markets even at the risk of almost certain war. 

Support of imperialism in the United States has obviously been 
far from unanimous. Every great orgy of conquest has brought out 
a small group of dissenters. Henry Clay, Albert Gallatin, and John 
C. Calhoun condemned the demand that Mexico be held as a con- 
quered province when her defeat seemed imminent in 1847-48. 
Calhoun, especially, protested that such action would be contrary 
to the genius and character of our government, and "subversive of 
our free institutions." It would transfer all sovereignty to the Union 
and reduce the states to mere counties. It would enable the execu- 
tive branch to aggrandize itself at the expense of the legislative. 
It would create such a multitude of jobholders and place-hunters 
as to open the door to wholesale corruption. The struggle to obtain 
the Presidency would become so hard-fought and desperate as to 
destroy the freedom of elections. The end result would be anarchy 
or despotism. 13 

Equally vehement and more numerous protests accompanied the 
Spanish-American War, with its threats of a more dangerous im- 
perialism. William Graham Sumner wrote a little book which he 
sardonically entitled The Conquest of the United States by Spain. 
Spain had had her brief moment of grandeur and power in the time 
of Charles V and Philip II, and then had succumbed to greed and 
luxury and to the unprofitable pursuits of a master race. America 
was imitating her foolish example. 

During the Boer War and the war for the conquest of the Philip- 
pines, William James and William Jennings Bryan voiced their 
characteristic sympathies for the underdog and bewailed the tend- 
ency of the strong among nations to devour the weak. James hoped 
that the Boers would "give fits" to the British, and that similar dis- 
comforts would be inflicted by the Filipinos upon the Americans. 34 
Bryan compared the slaughter and despoiling of defenseless Fili- 
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pinos with the robbing and killing of a cripple by an armed thug. 15 
The most emphatic denunciations of the quest for empire came 
from Carl Schurz and David Starr Jordan. Both were vice-presidents 
of the Anti-Imperialist League, organized in 1898 to prevent the 
United States from being drawn into the scramble for overseas 
possessions. Schurz blasted the imperialists for turning a proclaimed 
war of liberation and humanity into a war of "criminal aggression 
and subjugation," thereby branding the United States as "a nation 
of hypocrites and destroying our moral credit with the world." They 
had "put to contempt and ridicule the fundamental principles of 
our democracy" and were undermining the ideals of right, justice, 
and liberty. Their example was teaching the people that "might 
makes right" and similar lessons, which would "transform the politi- 
cal life of our democracy into wild, unscrupulous and eventually, 
anarchistic struggles of selfish passions and greedy interests." 16 
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Jordan's opposition to imperialism rested upon three assumptions. 
He regarded it, first of all, as the antithesis of democracy. The Con- 
stitution of the United States, he contended, was made for citizens, 
not for subjects and slaves. Governments can have no powers ex- 
cept what they derive from the consent of the governed, and where 
such consent cannot be given, democracy is out of the question. 
His second objection to imperialism grew out of his fear that it 
would lead to war. Alien and rebellious peoples, he maintained, can 
be held in subjection only by force. The result is the necessity for 
great military and naval establishments, which inspire fear and 
arouse the antagonism of other nations. Finally, Jordan condemned 
imperialism on the ground that it saps the foundations of civiliza- 
tion. All the great empires of the past, he believed, brought ruin 
upon themselves because they insisted upon extending their rule 
over alien peoples. Conquest brought habits of luxury and idleness, 
fostered slavery, impoverished the small farmer, corrupted the gov- 
ernment, and transformed the ruling classes into domineering 
tyrants. He saw evidence that modern empires, pursuing the same 
ambitions, were headed for an identical fate. 17 



INTERNATIONALISTS AND INTERVENTIONISTS 

The suggestion of a relationship between imperialism and what 
ordinarily passes for internationalism would probably impress most 
Americans as illogical. Yet such a relationship exists. The reason is 
that internationalism in this country has commonly taken the form 
of interventionism. Prophets of the internationalist gospel have 
generally demanded for America a role of world leadership, to be 
achieved by a vigorous foreign policy which will retain the initia- 
tive and the power of talcing the offensive in American hands. To 
the extent that such a policy is dependent upon powerful alliances, 
upon weapons of aggressive warfare, upon military bases thousands 
of miles from our homeland, and upon satellites and protectorates, 
it does not differ essentially from ruling over colonies and subjugat- 
ing alien territories. 

Ideas of a foreign policy based upon sufficient strength to dictate 
to other nations and to protect our vital interests in aU parts of the 
world can be traced as far back as the time of the Fathers. In 1788 
Alexander Hamilton warned his countrymen against placing too 
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much confidence in the wide ocean that separates the United States 
from Europe. Improvements in the art of navigation, he said, had 
"rendered distant nations in a great measure, neighbors." He em- 
phasized especially the danger that two or more of the great mari- 
time powers might combine to attack us. 18 His purpose was to call 
attention to the need of a strong Union which could build a power- 
ful navy to protect our commerce and cope with aggressors before 
they reached our shores. 

Hamilton's warnings have been reiterated many times since and 
in almost identical language. The twentieth century, particularly, 
has seen the revival of the dogma that the oceans are not bulwarks 
of defense but highways. Contemporary leaders have also sought 
to impress upon us the idea that hostile combinations of powers 
across the seas are likely to attack us, and that for our own pro- 
tection we must prevent the formation of such combinations or 
enter into alliances to resist them. One of the chief formulators and 
expositors of this doctrine has been Walter Lippmann. He ex- 
pounded it, first of all, in The Stakes of Diplomacy, published in 
1915. He warned at that time that isolation had become a myth 
and that America must either assume a role of active leadership in 
world affairs or resign herself to passive acceptance of international 
disorder. For him there was only one possible choice. The United 
States should create interests which would justify its participation 
in world politics. It should invest and trade in the backward coun- 
tries. It should weight its diplomacy with armaments of sufficient 
potency to make its voice heard by the Great Powers. Above all, 
it should abandon its traditional dislike of European alliances. He 
admitted that this was ^ "terrifying" program, but he considered it 
the only alternative if America was to become an important factor 
"in the stabilizing of mankind." By 1943 Lippmann was envisioning 
a new terror that America might be isolated by a hostile world. 
The thing to do now was to forestall this by forming alliances of 
our own. To be a member of an alliance "which can be depended 
upon to act together, and, when challenged, to fight together," is 
to achieve the highest degree of security attainable, in a world com- 
posed of sovereign states. If the alliance is as strong as it should be, 
its members will either have peace without fighting for it, or they 
will have peace following a victorious war. 1 * He did not seem to 
contemplate the possibility that the strength of the opposing alii- 
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ance might be both an unknown and a decisive determining factor. 
The Lippmann doctrines bear a marked similiarity to a number 
of basic foreign policies enunciated by recent statesmen. Not the 
least of the resemblances occurs in Franklin D. Roosevelt's plan for 
keeping the peace after World War II. In 194243 he wrote pri- 
vately of his scheme for postponing a formal peace settlement for 
three or four years after the end of hostilities. During this transition 
period, the United States, Great Britain, Russia, and China would 
act as "sheriffs" for the maintenance of order. The rest of the na- 
tions would be required to disarm. If any of them should be caught 
arming, they would be threatened with a quarantine; and if that 
did not work, they would be bombed. For some curious reason, 
Russia would be charged with keeping the peace in the Western 
Hemisphere, and China and the United States in the Far East. 20 
There is evidence that Roosevelt continued to set great store by 
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this plan for making the major Allied powers responsible for the 
peace of the world. Even the United Nations, as he conceived it, 
appears to have been essentially an alliance of the Big Three with 
some assistance from China and France. 

After Roosevelt's death the policy of seeking peace and security 
by counteralliances was continued by his successors. The contain- 
ment policy and the establishment of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization during the Truman administration were the best ex- 
amples. Though the Eisenhower government indicated at first some 
interest in 'liberating" countries recently brought under the Com- 
munist yoke, it soon reverted to the policy of cooperating with allies 
to hold the Communists in check. In pursuance of this policy, NATO 
was strengthened, West Germany was permitted to rearm, and 
Chiang Kai-shek was put back on a leash and discouraged from 
attacking the mainland. 

Second only to the policy of alliances as a means of maintaining 
American leadership is the practice of direct intervention. Charac- 
teristic instances have been crusades to make the world safe for 
democracy, or interference in the politics of other areas to advance 
our own interests. The most vocal exponent of interventionist policy 
was probably Admiral Mahan. Writing in the 1890's, he sought to 
impress upon Americans the idea that they should begin to look 
outward. Public sentiment, increasing production, and the position 
of the United States between two great oceans demanded it. Just as 
religions which rejected missionary enterprise were doomed to 
decay, so with nations that failed to look beyond their borders. 
Whereas, once, to avoid European entanglements was essential to 
the development of America as an infant nation, "now to take her 
share of the travail of Europe is but to assume an inevitable task, 
an appointed lot, in the work of upholding the common interests of 
civilization." To pursue such a course would aid in preserving the 
martial spirit and in reviving the sense of nationality, "which is the 
true antidote to what is bad in socialism." Moreover, it would equip 
the nation in some future time to deal successfully with the threat 
imposed by "the teeming multitudes of central and northern Asia." 
This menace looms large on the Western horizon, and against it 
the only barrier "will be the warlike spirit of the representatives of 
civilization." It was typical of Mahan that he should have argued 
a few years later in favor of repudiation of that part of the Monroe 
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Doctrine which pledges the United States to remain aloof from the 
broils of Europe. America could not tolerate henceforth, he con- 
tended, a substantial change in the European balance of power. 21 
, It was a thesis which seems to have occupied ever since a central 
place in the shaping of our foreign policy. 

Interventionism was also the gospel of some lesser known Ameri- 
cans. Parke Godwin, idealistic editor and reformer, seemed to think 
that the United States should roam the world like a Don Quixote 
of democracy seeking forlorn damsels to protect. At the very least, 
we should express our unreserved sympathy for every people strug- 
gling for liberation, give immediate recognition to their independ- 
ence, and guarantee that independence, when once established, 
against the forceful interference of other nations. Only thus could 
America be true to the great tradition of Anglo-Saxon love of 
liberty. Godwin doubted that intervention in this form would lead 
to hostilities; but if war should come, "in what more just or mag- 
nanimous battle could a great people engage?" It would be "a glo- 
rious struggle for liberty, justice, and humanity," for the rights of 
small nations, for the majesty of law, and for the golden precepts of 
Christian civilization. 22 

At the end of the nineteenth century Henry Demarest Lloyd, 
socialist and archfoe of monopolies, championed the idea of inter- 
vention not only in Cuba but in Greece and in South Africa. We 
should intervene everywhere for good, he said, but nowhere for 
evil. It was our solemn duty, if we wanted to be a "gentleman" 
among the nations. Since we won our freedom and prosperity in 
the first place by seeking and accepting the help of others, we 
could keep our self-respect only by giving help to those who needed 
it now. Washington's advice to keep clear of European politics was 
not intended to apply when we should become great and rich and 
able to assist other peoples "struggling for life and liberty and the 
honor of their women/' 23 

From the examples given it should be clear that genuine inter- 
nationalism is not synonymous with any of the conceptions just dis- 
cussed. It is not the equivalent of alliances, of attempts to maintain 
a balance of power, of intervention, liberation, or containment, of 
economic imperalism, or of the establishment of military and naval 
bases in all parts of the world. It can scarcely be identified even 
with collective security, since most programs of that sort are de- 
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vices mainly for self-protection. They are schemes for saving one's 
own skin with the help of others who have similar interests. True 
internationalism, or cosmopolitanism, it might better be called, must 
rest upon the assumption that the human race is a unit, that people 
are not natural enemies merely because they happen to live on 
different sides of a boundary line, that the public welfare is indi- 
visible and cannot be enhanced for one group of people by beg- 
garing its neighbors economically or destroying them militarily, 
and that sovereignty is not the exclusive possession of separate 
national units. 

Internationalism has won but few converts in American history. 
This is paradoxical in view of the fact that Americans invented a 
system of government, the federal system, which could be adapted 
more easily than any other to true international organization. Most 
American leaders also have been aware of the fundamental defects 
in the confederate type of government, which derives its authority 
not from the people themselves but from sovereign units such as 
the thirteen states under the Articles of Confederation. Since the 
government of the Confederation was an agent or trustee of the 
states, it could exercise its authority only upon them. Alexander 
Hamilton emphasized these defects in urging adoption of the Con- 
stitution. The "great and radical vice" of the Confederation, he said, 
is legislation "for STATES or GOVERNMENTS, in their CORPORATE or 
COLLECTIVE CAPACITIES, and as contra-distinguished from the INDI- 
VIDUALS of which they consist." But such legislation must be en- 
forced by military action, or else it will remain in the character of 
mere recommendations. There is no means whereby a league of 
sovereign states can punish individuals for violating its laws. But 
to coerce a state would be one of the "maddest projects" ever sug- 
gested. It would mean nothing less than civil war. Suppose Massa- 
chusetts should be accused of a violation, and the central govern- 
ment should march troops against it. Would not Massachusetts be 
able to enlist the sympathy and support of other states, perhaps 
even of a majority? The central government would then have to 
choose between ignominious surrender and splitting the confed- 
eracy wide open by armed conflict. How long would reasonable 
men support such a government when it became obvious that it 
could maintain its existence only by the sword? 2 * 

Although most of the Fathers, along with Hamilton, recognized 
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the unsuitability of the confederate form of government on the 
national scale, few Americans indeed have perceived its inadequa- 
cies as an international system. One was the scientist, educator, and 
philosopher David Starr Jordan. As a critic of modern machinery 
for preventing wars, Jordan had a low opinion of the League of 
Nations. He regarded it as essentially an alliance of the victors to 
preserve the status quo and hold the vanquished in subjection. It 
suffered from a membership less than universal, for both Germany 
and Russia were excluded. Worse still, the fact that it had authority 
to coerce member states gave it a character little different from 
that of a concert of powers. It was fundamentally a continuation of 
the old state system, whose members had always been free to or- 
ganize "grand alliances/' The crying need of the twentieth century 
was not a concert of powers but "a concert of peoples, an assembly 
of good men devoted to the common welfare." What Jordan fer- 
vently hoped to see was a world that would exemplify the ideal of 
Goethe: "Above all nations is humanity." In an interdependent 
world, nations had become obsolete. They should cease to be 
"powers'* and take on the character of mere areas of jurisdiction. 
Boundary lines would then no longer be lines of suspicion and con- 
tention and would become, like the boundaries of provinces, mere 
conveniences for judicial and administrative purposes. Jordan did 
not expect that a fully developed world republic would emerge 
overnight. He preferred that it should be a product of growth, of 
an increasing consciousness of world community. Even in its final 
form he hoped to keep political machinery down to a minimum. 
He wanted no centralized world state with overweening authority, 
but rather a series of regional parliaments and courts of appeal, 
which would deal at first with international equity and lay down 
a body of precedents which would crystallize eventually into a body 
of law. But this law would be applicable to persons only and not 
to states. 25 

A second noted American who perceived the defects in conven- 
tional forms of international organization was John Dewey. In com- 
mon with Jordan, Dewey was also sharply critical of the League 
of Nations, mainly because of its power to invoke military and naval 
sanctions. The nation against which sanctions are used, he argued, 
"would feel that it had yielded not to the claims of justice but to 
superior force, quite as much as if it had been defeated in war." 
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International aid for underdeveloped countries. An International Coopera- 
tion Administration trainee demonstrating the characteristics of a new vari- 
ety of cotton to a class in Pakistan. 1C A 

In fact, he contended, the employment of sanctions is war, no matter 
by what name it may be called. It involves the use of armies and 
navies, artillery and high explosives, blockades, and the bombing 
of cities. It is not possible to make the use of such measures any the 
less war by giving it the polite name of police action. The applica- 
tion of police power against an obstreperous individual is radically 
different from the use of military measures against a nation. In the 
former case violation of a law is universally recognized as a crime. 
Agencies representing society have made it so and have provided 
the instruments for judicial trial, conviction, and punishment. But in 
the international sphere there are no such agencies or instruments. 
Resort to violence by dissatisfied nations is legitimate and is sanc- 
tioned by the only law that exists. This condition, Dewey main- 
tained, points the way to the only logical solution: the adoption of 
a universal agreement by which every nation would outlaw war, 
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and the establishment of a world court to try and sentence violators. 
The latter, of course, would be individuals, since, under the agree- 
ment, war-making activities would be a crime the same as any other 
preparations for violence. 26 

It is pertinent to add that Dewey worked zealously for the adop- 
tion of the Pact of Paris of 1928, by which the nations of the world 
did formally renounce war as an instrument of national policy. He 
failed to foresee, however, the ingenious reservations which some 
of the politicians would devise to preserve the war system, despite 
their promises to abandon it. The pact was a dead letter even before 
it was ratified. 

A few other distinguished Americans gave evidence of a cosmo- 
politan turn of mind in at least some of their writings. A famous 
slogan of Thomas Paine was "My country is the world, to do good 
my religion." In drafting a Declaration of Sentiments for the Peace 
Convention of 1838, William Lloyd Garrison expressed a similar 
doctrine: "Our country is the world, our countrymen are all man- 
kind. We love the land of our nativity only as we love all other 
lands. The interests, rights, and liberties of American citizens are 
no more dear to us than are those of the whole human race. Hence 
we can allow no appeal to patriotism, to revenge any national insult 
or injury." Charles Sumner, in The True Grandeur of Nations, 
pleaded the cause of a higher patriotism than loyalty to one's native 
country. All the people of the earth, he affirmed, derive their blood 
from a common source, and are members of a single family. "Dis- 
cord in this family is treason to God; while all war is nothing else 
than civil war" 

The least sentimental of those who wrote from a cosmopolitan 
viewpoint was probably Thorstein Veblen. For him almost nothing 
was important except the smooth and efficient working of the indus- 
trial system. Life and material well-being were bound up with it. 
This system had an international or cosmopolitan character. The 
nation was obsolete and simply stood in the way of a proper func- 
tioning of the industrial order. Since no civilized country's eco- 
nomic system would work at all, if confined within national fron- 
tiers, the sooner such relics of a primitive past were abolished, the 
better. The world should then be turned over to "reasonably un- 
biased" production engineers and technical specialists who know 
what is needed to make the economic organization function for the 
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benefit of all mankind. 27 Though a product of tough-mindedness and 
economic realism, Veblen's proposal had little more chance of reali- 
zation than the other internationalist ideals. Presumably all must 
await the operation of revolutionary forces which will destroy not 
only the fact of national independence but the belief in its value 
as well 

THE PERSISTENCE OF ISOLATIONISM 

By popular theory the history of the foreign policy of the United 
States falls into two periods a period of isolation from 1776 to 
1898 and a period of intervention in world affairs from 1898 to the 
present. Insofar as actual events are concerned, this theory is essen- 
tially correct; but it falls short of the truth with respect to the 
opinions of national leaders. There were interventionists and inter- 
nationalists as far back as 1789, and isolationists have continued to 
flourish since 1898. In both periods the same men have been isola- 
tionists at one time and internationalists at another. Those who thus 
vacillated were, generally speaking, isolationists in tranquil times 
and interventionists or internationalists when they felt that danger 
threatened. For the most part they were able to find convenient 
principles to justify either position. 

The isolationism of the Fathers is well known, though it was 
probably more deeply embedded than is generally believed. It was 
motivated both by pride in the achievement of independence and 
determination to build in America a citadel of freedom uncontami- 
nated by the corruption and degeneracy of Europe. It stemmed 
also in part from a curious fear and contempt that Americans of this 
period felt toward foreigners. George Mason wrote in 1783 that 
"nature having separated us, by an immense ocean, from the Euro- 
pean nations, the less we have to do with their quarrels or politics, 
the better," 2S Ten years later Rufus King mourned that the history 
of mankind had shown "that foreign influence is the most subtle and 
fatal poison that can be communicated to a nation." Great and once 
happy states, under its operation, "have either expired in violent 
convulsions, or been reduced to a deplorable state of debility and 
insignificance." 2J) James Madison was less emotional but equally 
fearful of designing foreigners. He advised the Virginia ratifying 
convention that we ought not to engage in European politics or 



278 Empire and World Leadership 

European wars. He warned, however, that in spite of all our caution 
we could not eliminate the risk of being drawn into Europe's wars. 
Our only hope lay in a united nation possessed of "respectable" 
strength. 

The most firmly convinced isolationists among the Founders of 
the republic seem to have been Jefferson and Hamilton, though the 
latter was not consistent. As noted in an earlier chapter, Jefferson 
would have been willing for the nation to abandon the ocean alto- 
gether if necessary to keep out of war, and to turn all our citizens 
to cultivating the earth as their sole means of livelihood. In his first 
inaugural he called for "peace, commerce, and honest friendship 
with all nations entangling alliances with none/' Even during the 
War of 1812 he was optimistic enough to contend that in the near 
future America would be invulnerable to sparks of war kindled in 
other parts of the globe. In fifty years she would have the strength 
of fifty million inhabitants to add to the advantage of the insulated 
position nature had given her. But she must also cultivate a "sepa- 
rate system of interest, which must not be subordinated to those 
of Europe." 30 

At times Hamilton expressed isolationist views apparently de- 
rived from his pessimism and from fears that America would be 
contaminated by the French Revolution. But, his conclusions were 
remarkably similar to Jefferson's. In 1795 he wrote that if the United 
States would consult her true interests, her "motto could not fail to 
be 'Peace and Trade with all 'Nations beyond our present engage- 
ments, political connection with none/ " He went on to condemn the 
idea of exposing our peace and interests by means of alliances to 
all the shocks with which the "mad rivalship and wicked ambition" 
of European nations "so frequently convulse the earth/* 31 Hamilton 
also spoke through the mouth of Washington, for the famous fare- 
well address of the latter was largely the work of his one-time Secre- 
tary of the Treasury. In it he repeated his warnings against "the 
insidious wiles of foreign influence/* which "history and experience 
prove is one of the most baneful foes of republican government." He 
reiterated also the advice to have, beyond present engagements, 
political connections with no foreign nations. The time would soon 
come when we should be able to defy external annoyance, and our 
neutrality would be scrupulously respected. Why jeopardize so 
fortunate a situation? "Why quit our own to stand upon foreign 



Empire and World Leadership 279 

ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part 
of Europe, entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of European 
ambition, rivalship, interest, humour, or caprice?" It was advice 
which has had a strong appeal ever since. 

Isolationist principles found frequent reaffirmation through the 
course of the nineteenth century. They received a classic formula- 
tion in the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. The doctrine declared that 
any attempt by European powers to extend their system to the 
New World would be regarded by the United States as "dangerous 
to her peace and safety." But it also contained the self-denying 
ordinance that America would refrain from taking part in any of the 
wars of European powers, "in matters relating to themselves," and 
would not interfere in the internal concerns of any of these powers. 
Andrew Jackson believed that the advice against entangling alliances 
should be extended to political connections with South American 
countries as well. 32 Long before he became President, Abraham 
Lincoln emphasized the geographic and military impregnability of 
the United States. "All the armies of Europe, Asia, Africa combined 
with all the treasure of the earth (our own excepted) in their mili- 
tary chest, with a Bonaparte for a commander, could not by force 
take a drink from the Ohio or make a track on the Blue Ridge in a 
trial of a thousand years." He insisted that if destruction should ever 
overtake our country, it would have to come as a result of our own 
misdeeds. 33 Perhaps the language of his later years would not have 
been so brash, but there is nothing to indicate any change in his 
sentiment. 

Although both the Civil War and the Spanish-American War in- 
volved the United States in diplomatic entanglements with foreign 
powers, neither resulted in any marked abatement of isolationist 
thinking. As early as 1862, William Dean Howells, who was then 
United States consul in Venice, wrote that he was getting disgusted 
"with this stupid Europe" and was growing to hate it. He described 
European society as socially rotten and was particularly censorious 
of the "filthy frankness" of the Germans. He contended that the 
less we knew of Europe, "the better for our civilization." 34 

In his Triumphant Democracy, published in 1886, Andrew Car- 
negie demanded that the United States should diligently cultivate 
internal perfection instead of chasing the will-o'-the-wisp of inter- 
national trade or world power. Above all, let her avoid the accumu- 
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lation of monster ships and engines of war to frighten her neighbors, 
for that is the surest way to make enemies* True, she may be at- 
tacked, just as any individual who walks down Broadway may be 
beaten and robbed by a thug, "but no one suggests that we walk 
about, therefore, in coats of mail." Not a single port exists in America 
which could not be effectively closed against an assailant before 
he had time to reach it. Besides, there is little chance that the coun- 
try will ever have an assailant if she remains unarmed. 3 * 

A few years later William James advanced the same argument 
and berated President Cleveland and his Secretary of State for 
threatening Britain with war over the Venezuelan boundary dispute. 
Insisting that the United States had absolutely nothing to fear from 
invasion, he contended that the "party of civilization" ought to 
begin immediately "to agitate against any increase of army, navy, 
or coast defense." He regarded such action as the one form of pro- 
tection "on which we can most rely." 3<i 

The most formidable protagonist of isolationism in the latter 
half of the nineteenth century was Carl Schurz, liberal Republican 
Senator from Missouri and later Secretary of the Interior in the 
cabinet of President Hayes. Schurz made use of every intellectual 
weapon in the isolationist armory: the content of Washington's fare- 
well address, the marvelous growth in the prosperity and power of 
the republic through adherence to a noninterventionist policy, the 
frightening effect upon our neighbors in this hemisphere of a policy 
of power politics, and the alleged impregnability of the United 
States. 

Schurz rejected the thesis that the United States must play the 
role of Sir Galahad to the rest of the world, assuming responsibility 
for all the injustices suffered by weak nations at the hands of the 
strong. He did not deny that America had her world responsibilities, 
but he suggested that before undertaking the office of dispenser of 
justice and righteousness abroad, she should set her own house in 
order. He was willing that his adopted country should become a 
great power, not by swaggering about with a chip on her shoulder, 
shaking her fist under everybody's nose, but by being patient and 
forbearing, respecting her neighbors, and conducting her foreign 
relations so justly and fairly and without arrogance that whenever 
a mediator was wanted to settle international differences, the United 
States would immediately appear to be the logical choice. She 
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would then be in the noblest sense a real world power "indeed, the 
grandest world-power mankind has ever known/' With the attain- 
ment of such an objective in the foreign sphere, and with the per- 
fection of democracy at home, the republic would achieve its true 
mission of benefactor of the human race. 37 

To a far greater extent than the events of the nineteenth century, 
those of the twentieth should have given alarm to the isolationists. 
The 1900's began with America involved in the conquest of the 
Philippines and partially committed to the maintenance of a bal- 
ance of power in both Europe and Asia. As the century advanced 
these commitments increased. In 1905 President Theodore Roose- 
velt intervened in the Russo-Japanese War to induce the belligerents 
to lay down their arms and sign a treaty of peace. He acted at a 
juncture favorable to Japan because he believed that a victory for 
Russia would upset the balance of power in the Far East. In 1906, 
with Germany and France threatening to leap at each other's throats 
in a dispute over Morocco, Roosevelt used his good offices to bring 
the two countries together in the Algeciras Conference. Two repre- 
sentatives from the United States participated, and Roosevelt, who 
had strong pro-French sympathies, boasted that he stood the Kaiser 
on his head "with great decision." In succeeding years the same 
President authorized agreements with Japan, giving her a free hand 
in Korea and receiving in return Japanese recognition of American 
annexation of the Philippines and promises to respect the integrity 
of China. 

Yet none of these events muted the voices or dampened the en- 
thusiasm of the isolationists. The Progressive movement, whose de- 
velopment paralleled the new ventures in foreign policy, was al- 
most wholly nationalist. Even Albert J. Beveridge, vociferous apostle 
of America's mission to dominate the earth, emerged, among Pro- 
gressive leaders, as a caustic antagonist of everything international. 
Robert M. LaFollette, George W. Norris, Hiram Johnson, William 
E. Borah, and a score of others, persisted in their isolationism 
throughout the life of the Progressive movement. LaFollette was 
their chief fount of inspiration. To the doughty Senator from Wis- 
consin the war that began in Europe in 1914 was simply another 
in a long series of power struggles for control of that continent. 
America had nothing to gain from supporting either side, for all 
the belligerents were tarred with the same brush. If, compared with 
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Britain, Germany was an autocracy, Russia, fighting as an ally of 
Britain, was even more an autocracy. As for the movement to force 
American intervention in the struggle, it was simply a greedy plot 
on the part of Wall Street bankers to protect their loans to the 
Entente allies. 

Following the defeat of Germany, LaFollette centered his attack 
upon the peace settlement. He denounced the Treaty of Versailles 
as unjust and vindictive, and he condemned the Covenant of the 
League of Nations as a scheme to keep us forever embroiled in the 
quarrels of Europe. Joining the league, he protested, would require 
us to surrender "our right to control our own destiny as a Nation." 
We would be compelled "to emasculate, if not destroy, our form of 
government by recognizing the right of some assembly or council of 
nations, in which we have small voice, to interfere with our most 
vital concerns." We should have to scuttle our traditional policy of 
avoiding entangling alliances and "become a party to every political 
scheme that may be hatched in the capitals of Europe or elsewhere 
in this world of ours." 38 To his credit, it should be added that his 
criticisms were not wholly destructive. In place of Wilson's league, 
which he contended was a league for war, he proposed a "League 
for Peace," comprising all the nations of the world that would accept 
agreements, with proper guaranties, to abolish compulsory military 
service and reduce all armaments "to the strict requirements of a 
purely police and patrol service." 39 

During the period when Progressive ideals held sway over his 
mind, Woodrow Wilson was almost as much of an isolationist as 
LaFollette. The chief difference lay in the greater originality of Wil- 
son's arguments. On the eve of the war in Europe he expressed his 
opposition to entangling alliances on the unique ground that no 
other country had yet set its face in the direction America was travel- 
ing. He contended also that only the weak need alliances, and that 
nations, like individuals, are weak when they are in the wrong, when 
they are not true to themselves. In 1915 he described his country's 
duty as summed up in the motto, "America First" not in any 
selfish way, however, but in order that America might be fit to be 
the friend of other nations when the day of tested friendship should 
come. The true test of friendship, he continued, is not sympathy for 
one side or the other "but getting ready to help both sides when the 
struggle is over." He rejected the suggestion that neutrality is indif- 
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ference or self-interest. Instead, it is sympathy for mankind. It is 
fairness and good will. It is impartiality of spirit and of judgment. 40 

As everyone knows, the end of the war brought disenchantment 
and a vengeful determination to have as little as possible to do with 
the world overseas. War weariness, war debts, the secret treaties, 
disillusionment with the peace, and postwar depressions combined 
to produce in the majority of Americans a desire to shake the dust 
of Europe off their feet and consign her to the perdition her wicked 
militarism and stubborn conservatism seemed to deserve. The new 
mood was expressed not only by spiteful opponents of Wilson but by 
Progressive Senators like Norris, LaFollette, and Borah and by lib- 
eral journals like the New Republic and the Nation. 

The new attitude received its most carefully reasoned support, 
perhaps, from the philosopher John Dewey. Dewey admitted that 
isolation is not a high ideal, but he insisted that it "denotes a better 
state of things than one of meddling which involves the meddler in 
unpleasant complications and does no one else any good in the end." 
He affirmed his sympathy with the idea of cooperation, but he con- 
tended that Europe did not want cooperation except on its own 
terms. The League of Nations, he thought, was mainly a scheme 
whereby Britain and France hoped to get the cooperation of the 
United States in maintaining their own hegemony. He conceded that 
European statesmen probably did not want war, but neither did 
they wish to avoid it enough "to lead them to reduce armaments, 
balance budgets, straighten out their affairs, and try to create a 
decently stable and amicable Europe." He criticized the league also 
because it was a league of governments and not of peoples, because 
it was tied up with the inequities of the Treaty of Versailles, be- 
cause it contained no provision for effective solution of the "war- 
breeding issues" of Europe, and because it provided for the applica- 
tion of military and naval sanctions against nations. He repudiated 
the implication of a parallel between the use of coercion by the 
municipal police against individuals and the proposed use of force 
by the league against whole nations. The latter action, if resisted, 
would mean nothing less than civil war, and would be the most 
effective means imaginable for preventing the growth of a sense of 
community and a climate of opinion based upon the voluntary ac- 
ceptance of law and order. Dewey believed at this time that Amer- 
ica should continue her policy of aloofness until the liberal parties 
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of European countries brought their foreign offices under the con- 
trol of democratic principles and until Americans themselves gained 
more knowledge of the devious ways of international politics. 41 

The economic collapse of 1929-1933 seemed to intensify the de- 
termination of Americans to turn their backs upon Europe. Some 
went so far as to blame the depression, or at least the most serious 
phases of it, upon unsettled conditions in Europe. Herbert Hoover 
maintained that the United States would have recovered quickly 
from the stock market panic of 1929 had it not been for the bank 
failures in Austria and Germany and the abandonment of the gold 
standard by Britain. During the campaign of 1932, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, in response to a demand from William Randolph Hearst, 
promptly repudiated his earlier support of the League of Nations. 
In 1935 he informed an audience at the San Diego Exposition that 
"despite what happens in continents overseas, the United States 
of America shall and must remain, as long ago the Father of our 
country prayed that it might remain unentangled and free." Al- 
though he did not like its mandatory embargo provisions, he signed 
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the Neutrality Act of 1935; and when the Spanish Civil War broke 
out in 1936, he asked Congress to amend the act to cover civil con- 
flicts, thereby helping to guarantee a victory to Franco's Fascist In- 
surgents. Despite a few private expressions of concern over the 
ambitions of Nazi Germany, Roosevelt showed no clear indications 
of a turn toward collective security until he delivered his Chicago 
"quarantine" speech in October, 1937, soon after the beginning of 
the "China Incident" which was to usher in World War II. With a 
warning eye on Japan, he proposed that the peace-loving nations 
of the world should unite in quarantining aggressor nations. By this 
means they might hope to check the spread of "international 
anarchy." 

But the major prophet of isolationism in these years was Charles 
A. Beard, historian and political scientist, whom many people 
accused of treason to the best traditions of his profession. Beard 
rarely, if ever, used the term isolationist. Instead, he preferred to 
think of himself as a "continentalist." By this he meant a concentra- 
tion of interest by the United States "on the continental domain and 
on building here a civilization in many respects peculiar to American 
life and the potentials of the American heritage/' Specifically, he 
meant non-intervention in the controversies and squabbles of Europe 
and Asia and "resistance to the intrusion of European or Asiatic 
powers, systems, and imperial ambitions into the western hemi- 
sphere." Beard maintained that this had been the traditional policy 
of our government, and he saw no reason why it should be aban- 
doned. He identified it with Jefferson more closely than with anyone 
else, but he would doubtless have argued that Jefferson was simply 
extending, with a humanitarian emphasis, the essential policy of 
Washington and Hamilton. Like most other men who followed the 
same pattern of thought, Beard rejected the accusation that his 
theory would preclude or hinder international cooperation. He 
argued that, on the contrary, it would promote it. Cooperation could 
be most fully realized when all nations should put their own houses 
in order, repress their predatory interests, renounce war, and or- 
ganize their domestic economies in such a way that exchange could 
be carried on on a basis of mutual benefit. 42 

As Beard conceived it, a policy of continentalism would be dis- 
tinguished by several features. It would include a return to correct 
and restrained diplomacy. It would become the duty of public 
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officiate to refrain from abusing or denouncing any state with which 
this country was at peace. If protests were necessary, they would be 
couched in the language of dignity. No swaggering or boasting 
would be tolerated; our leaders would speak softly, but none would 
ostentatiously carry a big stick. The Department of State would 
avoid dissertations on the manners and morals of other nations and 
their rulers, and would accord recognition to any government suc- 
cessful in maintaining its authority. If some conqueror ran amuck 
in Europe or Asia, America would have nothing to fear. "Enthroned 
between two oceans, with no historic enemies on the north or south," 
she could be defended against. almost any conceivable foe. 

But more important, the policies America would follow would 
remove all but a minor possibility of her ever being attacked. She 
would eschew trade wars and offer to exchange "honest goods for 
honest goods" without any threats or coercion. She would abandon 
both imperialism and dollar diplomacy, and "surrender forever the 
imbecilic belief* that it was her duty to "defend every dollar in- 
vested everywhere and every acquisitive merchant seeking his pri- 
vate interests everywhere." She would sell no munitions to belliger- 
ents, would lend them no money, and "would sit in no diplomatic 
game played in the old style for old ends." Instead, she would offer 
to the world "the strange sight of a national garden well tended," 
and thereby "teach the most effective lesson a lesson without 
words." 43 Perhaps Beard was also dreaming of a cuckoo-land as 
difficult to realize as the interventionists' ideal of perpetual peace 
through international trade, alliances, and a balance of power. 

It seems evident that American imperialists, internationalists, in- 
terventionists, and isolationists have all been exponents of national 
mission. The difference among them has been a matter not so much 
of degree as of the area in which they would carry on their activities. 
The first three would project their operations abroad, some with 
sword or Bible in hand, others through the methods of diplomacy, 
loans and donations, courting allies, training and equipping their 
armies, or by organizing machinery for collective security or inter- 
national government. The isolationist would confine our activities to 
our own homeland or at least to our own hemisphere north of the 
Bulge. He believes that the example of a regime of peace and justice 
within our own borders, of a house set in order and a garden well 
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tended, would have more effect in regenerating the rest of the world 
than all the efforts of Sir Galahads since the beginning of time. 
Though a reduction in the scope of activities would almost certainly 
result in a reduction of intensity also, the isolationist is really about 
as firmly committed as any of his opponents to the idea that America 
has a call to rescue a suffering and benighted humanity. His basic 
disagreement with them concerns not so much the goal as the meth- 
ods of heeding and answering the call. 
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Chapter Eleven 

The Decline and Fall 

of America 



a strange paradox many of the men who have been most 
vocal in their affirmations of the resplendent mission of 
the American republic have also believed in the inevitability of its 
decline and fall. They have generally assumed that the mission 
would be realized in large measure, but that soon afterward some 
Nemesis would overtake the nation and bring it to certain destruc- 
tion. A number have based their reasoning upon defects in the 
American character, but others upon philosophical premises or upon 
precedents drawn from history. Republics of the past, they have 
pointed out, succumbed to decay and death. How could America 
escape? 

In 1832 John Quincy Adams expressed his disbelief that the Fed- 
eral Union would last for twenty years, and he doubted its con- 
tinuance for five. 1 In the same year John C. Calhoun lamented that 
"the growing symptoms of disorder and decay" were discernible on 
every hand. "In the midst of youth, we see the flushed cheek, and 
the short and feverished breath, that mark the approach of the 
fatal hour." 2 Theodore Parker wrote that after forty years of national 
history without catastrophe, he knew not what lay before us. He 
was sure, however, that it must be some calamity, for America, like 
other nations, must have her time of troubles, her day of disaster, 
when she would sit "with ashes on her head" and mourn the sins 
of her past. "Mankind will one day bury the American State," he 
philosophized further, "as gladly as the Babylonian, or Egyptian, 
or Roman was gathered to its fathers." 3 
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In contrast with these doleful predictions, a few other prominent 
Americans have refused to admit that the greatest republic on earth 
could ever sink into decay and oblivion. The boldest and most 
scholarly example was Charles A. Beard. After years of study and 
contemplation of the philosophy of history he was ready to conclude 
in 1928 that Western civilization was in no danger of extinction. Its 
disappearance by conquest, he contended, could be safely excluded. 
No barbarian hordes from Asia or Africa were ever likely to acquire 
the scientific and mechanical skill necessary to make such a con- 
quest possible. Even if they should acquire the knowledge and 
complete the conquest, Western civilization would not be destroyed 
but would merely shift its geographic basis. 

The economic debacle of 1929 and the outbreak of a second world 
war did not undermine Beard's confidence. In The Republic, pub- 
lished in 1943, he raised the question, "Will there always be an 
America?" and answered it with a buoyant affirmative. As ground 
for his assurance, he argued, first, that the analogy of Rome was 
"utterly inapplicable" to the United States. Rome at its zenith was 
not a nation but a collection of nationalities ruled by an emperor, 
"a commander in chief with unlimited power." All along her north- 
ern boundary were barbarians armed with weapons just about as 
deadly as those of the Romans themselves. Beard affirmed, in the 
second place, that history does not repeat itself. "Rome did not re- 
peat the history of Egypt, Babylonia, or the Alexandrian empire." 
Nor has any nation since repeated the history of Rome. What basis 
then is there for assuming that America must pass through a cycle 
of growth, development, stagnation, and death? Finally, Beard con- 
tended that "our universe is not all fate; we have some freedom in 
it. Besides fate or determinism, there is creative intelligence in the 
world, and there is also opportunity to exercise our powers, intellec- 
tual and moral." America is abundantly equipped with such powers, 
and evidence of the sort of apathy and retreat from reason that 
characterized Rome in the fifth and sixth centuries is simply non- 
existent. 4 



LESSONS OF GREECE AND ROME 

From the Founding Fathers until late in the nineteenth century 
the downfall of Rome provided an object lesson of the fate that was 
likely to be in store for republics. The example of what happened to 
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the Greek states exerted a lesser influence. The Fathers themselves 
set the precedent for neglecting the history of Greece. Perhaps they 
learned to read Latin with more facility and therefore with greater 
pleasure than they did Greek. Undoubtedly the Greek classics were 
less concerned with legal and juristic problems than were those of 
the Romans and consequently did not make so strong an appeal to 
a generation of lawyers. But the principal reason seems to have been 
that Greek political history stamped itself upon the American mind 
as a record of failure. According to James Wilson, the Greek re- 
publics were products of inexperience and lack of political matur- 
ity. 5 Hamilton declared that "no friend to order or to rational lib- 
erty" could read "without pain and disgust, the history of the com- 
monwealths of Greece." They were a constant scene, he said, "of 
the alternate tyranny of one part of the people over the other, or 
of a few usurping demagogues over the whole/' They were a prey 
to "frequent revolutions and civil broils," and for want of a solid 
union fell victims of their aggressive neighbors. In the opinion of 
both Hamilton and William R. Davie of North Carolina, the Greek 
commonwealths suffered from the fatal defect that they lacked the 
principle of representative government. Authority was exercised by 
"tumultuous assemblies of the collective body of the people, where 
the art or impudence" of demagogues prevailed rather than the util- 
ity or justice of the measures. 7 

To the Fathers of the American republic, Roman history by con- 
trast with Greek contained an abundance of profitable lessons. Quite 
a number of features of Roman life and institutions excited their 
admiration. Alexander Hamilton thought that "the Roman republic 
had attained to the utmost height of human greatness." 8 Charles 
Pinckney praised the Romans for "making the temple of virtue the 
road to the temple of fame." Oliver Ellsworth believed that the 
world owed Rome a debt of gratitude for demonstrating the bene- 
fits of unity. 10 Others of the Fathers admired the Romans for their 
emphasis upon the virtues of discipline and obedience, for their 
stress upon the importance of law, for their ideals of stability and 
order, and for various features of their constitution designed to 
provide effective curbs upon power without opening the floodgates 
of anarchy. 

But there were numerous incidents of Rome's development which 
the Fathers regarded as grim warnings to later republics. The very 
bigness of the Roman empire impressed Madison as an omen of 




Jefferson believed that "the mobs of great cities add just so much to the 
support of pure government as sores do to the strength of the human body." 
The section of New York depicted here, and known as "Bandits' Roost," 
would have confirmed his opinion, Photograph by Jacob A. Riis. Jacob A. 
Ms Collection, Museum of the City of New York 
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disaster, for, in his judgment, all overgrown states "must fall to 
pieces." " Hamilton found cause for alarm in the demagoguery that 
afflicted the Roman states. Every republic at all times, he feared, 
would have its Catilines and its Caesars. Men of this brand are really 
scoffers at the principles of liberty, and are arbitrary, persecuting, 
and intolerant. Moreover, they are extravagant, mercenary, dissi- 
pated, corrupt, and interested in no cause but their own and that of 
their party. Yet in their harangues they profess themselves the most 
zealous friends of liberty, continually "making a parade of their 
purity and disinterestedness," and attempting to fasten upon others 
the guilt which they know belongs to themselves. In order to hide 
their own plots and conspiracies, they flatter the prejudices of the 
people in the hope of throwing affairs into confusion and bringing 
on civil commotion. According to Hamilton, liberals and radicals are 
more addicted to the demagogic arts than are conservatives. He 
thought it significant that Cato was the Tory and Caesar the Whig 
of their day. "The former frequently restricted; the latter always 
flattered the follies of the people." Yet Cato perished with the re- 
public; Caesar destroyed it. 1 - 

Jefferson also considered demagoguery one of the besetting evils 
of ancient Rome, but he regarded Caesar as only the last in a long 
line of corrupters and destroyers. The Roman people, he contended, 
had not had good government "from the rape of the Sabines to the 
ravages of the Caesars." They were "steeped in corruption, vice, and 
venality," and even such leaders as Cato, Cicero, and Brutus had no 
idea of government "but their degenerate Senate." Jefferson saw no 
way in which the Romans could have saved their republic except 
through a drastic process of re-education. The people themselves 
would have had to be rescued from their demoralized and depraved 
condition by being instructed from the ground up as to what was 
right and what wrong. It was characteristic of Jefferson that he did 
not suggest turning to enlightened Tories to save the republic in 
time of crisis. He never lost confidence that the ultimate power of an 
educated citizenry is the surest reliance for good government. If 
the Roman people had been like the American, "enlightened, peace- 
able, and really free," the government could have found obvious 
solutions to its problems: Restore independence to all its foreign 
conquests, relieve Italy from the domination of the city mob, consult 
the people "as a nation entitled to self-government, and do its will." " 
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Emphasis upon the lessons of Rome continued through the nine- 
teenth century, though the example of Greece was not ignored. An 
astonishing variety of alarms and portents was found in the history 
of both civilizations. Theodore Parker deplored their indifference to 
the higher law, "which results in the destiny of nations being left 
to political Jesuits the end justifies the means." 14 Henry Thoreau 
maintained that "even music may be intoxicating," and that such 
apparently slight causes had destroyed Greece and Rome, and would 
ultimately destroy England and America. 15 Josiah Strong traced the 
downfall of the two great cultures to "moral failure," which he at- 
tributed in turn to the growth of cities. An agricultural life had in- 
stilled in the people temperate and virtuous habits, but the influx 
into the cities had made much more difficult the maintenance of 
moral standards. Strong obviously considered this an evil omen for 
modern nations. 16 

Equally pessimistic were those who were impressed only by the 
example of Rome. William Lloyd Garrison demanded to know what 
should save us from the fate of the Romans, a fate brought on by 
their vanity, licentiousness, intemperance, infidelity, and slavery. 17 
William E, Channing avowed that all communities fall by the 
vices of the prosperous ranks, and cited the dissoluteness, bru- 
tality, and greed of the Roman patricians to prove his point. For 
decades they had "glutted Rome with the spoils of the pillaged 
world," fed the idle population of the city from the public treasures, 
and corrupted them by public shows. 18 In the opinion of John C. 
Calhoun, Rome fell because of the decay of patriotism. Large stand- 
ing armies thus became necessary, and the citizens who were un- 
willing to render military service adequate to the defense of their 
rights soon found a master. Calhoun considered this a universal 
source of danger to free states. 19 

Economic causes of the decline of ancient empires appear to have 
been given comparatively slight recognition by most Americans. 
Jefferson Davis was distressed by the fact that hundreds of thousands 
of Roman citizens received a dole or subsidy from the state, which 
required no services in return. This destroyed their independence 
and left them craven and discontented. 20 For Brooks Adams the 
cardinal weakness of the Romans was their lack of economic ver- 
satility. They had neither the instinct of the Greeks for commerce 
nor that of the Hindus for manufactures. They were essentially land- 
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owners, until their acquisitive faculties made some of them usurers. 
At an early date Roman society divided into creditors and debtors. 
The former increased their pressure upon the latter and made their 
situation so hopeless that they lost interest in prolonging the strug- 
gle. Reproduction slackened, disintegration set in, and the state 
itself was gradually smothered in irreversible decay. 21 William 
Graham Sumner and Josiah Strong discovered the maldistribution 
of wealth to have been the principal cause of Rome's undoing. The 
former believed that, in some fashion, military duty and taxes were 
steadily making the rich richer and the poor poorer, and he denied 
that any society consisting of the two extreme classes could be in a 
sound and healthy condition. 22 Strong conceded that the splendor 
of Roman riches dazzled the world, but he argued that it was the 
wealth of only a corrupt and indolent few. He feared that our own 
"wonderful material prosperity" might hide "a decaying core/' 23 

In view of the evidence of ancient history, it is a surprising fact 
that no man in a position of eminence in America referred to im- 
perialism as a major cause of Rome's downfall. Perhaps most of 
them were deriving too much satisfaction from the expansionist 
activities of their own country and could not easily entertain the 
suggestion that it was heading for the abyss. They found it more 
comfortable to confine their thoughts to such superficial cankers as 
variety, vice, intemperance, race suicide, and the increasing inequal- 
ity of wealth. 

A possible exception to the foregoing practice was Elisha Mul- 
ford, a Protestant Episcopal clergyman of the mid-nineteenth cen- 
tury. Mulford lived the sequestered life of a scholar and was little 
known in his lifetime. A disciple of Hegel and Bluntschli, he deified 
the nation as an organism with a personality responding to ethical 
ideals. He described it as nothing less than God in history, working 
to a purposeful end. But there was one activity in which nations 
could engage only at their peril. That was imperialism. The decline 
of ancient Rome began at the moment when she ceased to be a na- 
tion and became an empire. The acquisition of an empire destroyed 
her public spirit. As she grew more and more unwieldy, her people 
became apathetic and fatalistic. Their state was so huge that they 
were obsessed with a feeling of bewilderment and incapacity. Since 
everything that happened appeared to be the result of remote, 
external factors, they lost all sense of responsibility for the evils 
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weighing upon them. With the exclusion of the people from public 
affairs came the decay of public conscience and the disappearance 
of energy and effort for the reform of abuses. The government 
arrogated more and more power to itself, invading the sphere of 
private interest, destroying individuality, and regulating the affairs 
of the citizen so minutely as to deprive his life of nearly all signifi- 
cance." 4 No doubt Mulford was concerned primarily with the effects 
of imperialism in destroying the organic unity of a nation, since it 
would bring in hordes of unassimilable peoples; but the other points 
in his indictment were just as valid. 



THE MAJOR PITFALLS AND PERILS 

If the downfall of America ever happens in accordance with the 
predictions of her leaders, it will occur as a result of internal causes. 
Upon this, agreement has been practically unanimous. Not a single 
writer of distinction has assumed that the factor producing the final 
collapse will be Toynbee's "external proletariat." But with respect to 
conditions of internal causation the theories have been infinitely 
varied. Possibly the one most commonly emphasized has been the 
effects of luxury. This was a popular theme of the Founders of the 
republic. Hamilton proclaimed it a "universal maxim that luxury 
indicates the declension of a state." 2r> Both Hamilton and Madison 
believed that as the country filled up with inhabitants, wealth would 
become concentrated in fewer hands. Commerce, also, would pile 
up riches for the few much more rapidly than agriculture, and 
would encourage opulent tastes and contempt for simplicity of 
manners. In Madison's judgment, the results would be wholly evil. 
The wretchedness and artificiality of cities, he said, produce, on the 
one hand, Bridewells and Bedlams and, on the other, "impertinent 
fops," who breed in densely populated places "as naturally as flies 
do in the shambles." * 6 Hamilton agreed that the insolence, vicious 
luxury, and licentiousness of morals stemming from commerce and 
riches would "corrupt the government, enslave the people, and pre- 
cipitate the ruin of a nation," but he had little enthusiasm for pre- 
ventive measures. No statesman, he argued, would reject the im- 
mediate benefits of commerce and riches because of the fear of 
ultimate evil.- 7 Curiously, Jefferson said almost nothing about the 
effects of luxury upon the health of the state. His thoughts can 
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only be divined from his opposition to primogeniture and entails, his 
contempt for cities, and his advocacy of agrarianism, the minimized 
state, and an aristocracy of virtue and talent. 

Numerous leaders of later years also condemned the growth of 
luxury. William Graham Sumner complained in the 1880's that "the 
thirst for luxurious enjoyment" had taken possession of us all. This 
craving he thought particularly dangerous when brought into con- 
nection with ideas of rights, power, and equality, and when dis- 
sociated from notions of industry and frugality. When connected in 
the manner described, it generates the idea that a man is deprived 
of justice if he does not get eveiything he wants, that he is denied 
equality if anyone has more than he has, and that he is a fool if, 
having the power in his hands, he allows this state of things to con- 
tinue. "Then we have socialism, communism, and nihilism; and the 
fairest conquests of civilization . . . may be scattered to the winds 
in a war of classes, or trampled underfoot by a mob which can only 
hate what it cannot enjoy." 2S 

Many of Sumner's contemporaries were just as pessimistic. Wen- 
dell Phillips maintained that the evil of debt was the fatal disease 
of republics, "the first thing and the mightiest to undermine govern- 
ment and corrupt the people." *" It was the solemn conviction of 
Albert J. Beveridge that regardless of the strength of our army and 
navy or the extent of our natural resources, "if an unregulated ex- 
travagance corrupt individual or national character we are a lost 
people." Extravagance, he thundered, is immoral; it is a theft of the 
future, an evidence of dishonesty of character. Its effects he re- 
counted as "loose habits of thinking instead of exactness and clean- 
mindedness; slippered slovenliness of conduct instead of booted, 
erect and ready action; resources wasting and desires increasing, 
with nothing to take the place of what we spend." * It seemed not 
to occur to him that the imperialist policies he advocated would 
contribute quite a little to some of these effects, especially the last. 

The most voluble of all the Jeremiahs who pointed to the perils of 
luxury was Josiah Strong. From poverty to riches, from riches to 
luxury, and from luxury to enervation, corruption, and decay, he 
regarded as an almost inevitable cycle in the history of nations. For 
this reason, nations actually go down in their prime. They do not 
sink into a slow dissolution from the infirmities of age, but become 
soft and effeminate and, at the very peak of their cultural progress, 
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an easy prey for barbarians. He alleged that this had been true of 
Spain, of ancient Israel, and even of Rome. But there was at least 
one aspect of this problem which he thought did admit of correction. 
This was the concentration of luxurious living as an advantage of 
the few. He deplored the growth of huge fortunes in the United 
States. It was easy, he contended, in 1885 to make up a list of one 
hundred persons averaging $25,000,000 each, in addition to ten 
averaging $100,000,000 each. Such persons were in a position to 
spend recklessly or to waste enough in a week to buy the necessaries 
of life for a dozen families for a year. Such inequalities could only 
breed discontent and ultimately sedition. But the only remedy 
Strong could suggest was to inculcate in the rich man an increasing 
power of self-control, a stronger sense of justice, and a more intelli- 
gent understanding of his obligations. 31 

The most recent of eminent Americans to deplore luxury as a dan- 
ger to the republic seems to have been Justice Brandeis. Testifying 
before the Clapp Committee in 1911, he produced a newspaper 
clipping stating that Elbert H. Gary, chairman of the board of the 
United States Steel Corporation, had given his wife a $500,000 pearl 
necklace for Christmas. This to Brandeis was a crime against so- 
ciety. In view of the discontent prevailing throughout the country, 
it was almost an open invitation to class war. "Is it not," he inquired, 
"just the same sort of thing which brought on the French Revolu- 
tion?" 32 

It is pertinent to add that not all distinguished Americans have 
agreed with the thesis that where wealth accumulates, men and na- 
tions decay. It was rejected implicitly by Abraham Lincoln when he 
affirmed that it is best to leave each man free to acquire property as 
fast as he can and opposed limitations on the amount acquired. It 
was rejected also by Simon Patten when he scorned the ideals of the 
age of privation and called for a frank acceptance and a positive 
enjoyment of the age of plenty. 33 It was repudiated even more ex- 
plicitly by Theodore Parker. Though he referred to the "peril of 
exclusive devotion to riches," he refused to take it seriously. One 
of the great needs of mankind, he averred, has always been "power 
over the material world as the basis for the higher development of 
our spiritual faculties." Wealth is indispensable, he insisted. "No 
nation was ever too rich. . . . The human race still suffers from 
poverty, the great obstacle to our progress." 34 




Interior of a New York tenement in 1910. From James Madison to our own 
day, extreme poverty has been recognized as a cause of the downfall of na- 
tions. Photographer: probably Jessie Tarbox Beak Jacob A. Riis Colkction, 
Museum of the City of New "York 

Related to the idea of waste and extravagance in general has been 
the doctrine that prodigality in the use of natural resources is a 
major cause of the downfall of nations. Interestingly enough, one 
of the first Americans to bring this doctrine to the fore was Henry 
Thoreau. The great civilized nations of history, he wrote, survived 
as long as the fertility of their soil was not depleted. But "little is to 
be expected of a nation," he added, "when the vegetable mould is 
exhausted, t and it is compelled to make manure of the bones of its 
fathers." 35 

A similar conception was advanced by Henry C. Carey, who 
found the theory of soil exhaustion neatly adapted to his gospel of 
economic nationalism. Civilization grows, he taught, in proportion 
to the ability of a country to reduce its dependence for income upon 
the exportation of the raw products of plantations and farms. It 
must learn to refine and fabricate these products and return their 




A popular theory of today traces the decline of nations to exhaustion of soil 
and other vital resources. Wasteful lumbering methods cause not only de- 
struction of forests but flooding of lowlands and washing of valuable top soil 
down to the sea. U. S. Forest Service 

refuse to the soil-"thus augmenting the productive power of the 
land, and enabling more and more people to live together." A per- 
sistent failure to do this is the surest way to promote the encroach- 
ment of barbarism. The existing system in America, Carey wrote in 
1858, pointed to almost certain disaster. More and more land was 
being planted in wheat, cotton, and tobacco for sale in foreign 
markets, The result was a waste of capital, a virtual selling of the 
soil for an immediate cash income. Exhaustion of old lands brought 
an insatiable hunger for new. Thus Louisiana was acquired, then 
Florida, and finally Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California, 
Soon it would be necessary to increase the size of the army and to 
build a big navy, with a view to new and more difficult conquests 
in the future. The combined effects of soil exhaustion, militarism, 
and the increase of nonproductive speculators and middlemen to 





Efficient lumbering methods call for logging by patches, which are then 
replanted or allowed to reseed before the intervening areas are cut. 17. S. 
Forest Service 

handle the growing volume of foreign trade would soon put this 
country on the broad path that leads away from civilization instead 
of toward it. If the present trend continues, he shouted, "the hour 
is surely fixed when America, Greece, and Rome will stand together 
among the ruins of the past." 36 

Warnings of disaster from the waste of natural resources have 
continued down to the present. Soon after the turn of the century, 
sociologists like Edward A. Ross were ringing the changes on the 
fact that the free land of America was gone, and that henceforth the 
fate of the nation would be that of European countries. Although 
Theodore Roosevelt gained a reputation while President as the 
outstanding apostle of conservation, he seems actually to have been 
perturbed more deeply by the alleged evils of un-Americanism, race 
suicide, ancl class conflict. He did say, however, that if in a given 
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community unlimited rule of the masses resulted in waste and de- 
struction of natural resources, it was a sure sign that that com- 
munity was not fit for self-government. 37 

A more articulate spokesman on the subject was Henry Wallace. 
During the era of the Dust Bowl and after, Wallace cautioned that 
soil decadence, then spreading over a large portion of the earth's 
surface, is inevitably followed by social and political decadence. 
Conservation, he argued, is the key to continued progress in democ- 
racy and high standards of living. Rich soil and plenty of it was the 
main factor which made this nation different from all others. "Free- 
holders in a wide land of fabulous fertility, guarded by great oceans 
from foreign invasion, could erect separate strongholds of individual 
enterprise, free speech, and free conscience." It is not too much to 
say, he maintained, that liberty and equality were "a natural out- 
growth of our great gift of soil." Now a large portion of this mag- 
nificent gift has been blown away or washed into the sea. Nothing 
short of intelligent and extensive planning will save the rest. America 
should learn some lessons from the example of Sweden, where 
regulatory laws prevent wasteful exploitation of the nation's herit- 
age. Swedish forest laws require that lumber companies replace the 
timber cut from a given area with new stock. Mining interests are 
obligated to consider the permanent good of persons employed in 
their industries by establishing welfare funds to provide for workers 
and their families who would otherwise be left destitute by the 
exhaustion of the mines in a particular locality. The United States, 
Wallace contended, was far behind Sweden in these respects, and 
must seriously consider emulating her example or go into a swift 
and irreversible decline. 38 

A third of the deadly perils confronting republics, according to 
distinguished commentators, is disunity, especially in the form of 
conflict between economic classes. Again this was a factor heavily 
emphasized by the Founding Fathers. It underlay their opposition 
to parties and factions and was a prime motivation of their con- 
cern for stability. Gouverneur Morris warned in the Constitutional 
Convention that the time was not distant when the country would 
abound with mechanics and laborers who would receive their bread 
from their employers. Such men would be perpetually discontented. 
If given the suffrage, they would sell their votes to the rich and 
thereby contribute to the growth of an aristocracy. Madison ex- 
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pressed similar fears. In future years, he asserted, the majority of 
the people would be without land or any other form of property. 
They would then either combine under the influence of their com- 
mon wretchedness and attack the interests of property; or, more 
probably, they would "become the tools of opulence and ambition" 
and rally around the standard of some wealthy tyrant. In either 
case, the turbulence and danger surrounding such activities would 
provide poor nourishment for a republic. 39 Factions, divisions, inter- 
nal dissensions, he told the Virginia ratifying convention, have 
demolished civil liberty more frequently "than a tenacious disposi- 
tion in rulers to retain any stipulated powers." 40 

The perils of disunity and instability also alarmed some recent 
minds. As early as 1893 Theodore Roosevelt was referring to "the 
anarchic violence of the thriftless and turbulent poor." In his fifth 
annual message as President, he avowed that the most direful in- 
fluence sapping the foundations of republics had ever been the 
growth of the class spirit, "the growth of the spirit which tends to 
make a man subordinate the welfare of the republic as a whole to 
the welfare of the particular class to which he belongs." Though 
he insisted that both reactionaries and revolutionaries are a menace, 
the former to order and the latter to liberty, he generally seemed 
more concerned with berating "revolutionaries" than with reproving 
"reactionaries." He deplored the domineering of unscrupulous rich 
men, but he condemned "the Debs type of socialist" for pointing the 
way to national ruin "as surely as any swindling financier or cor- 
rupt politician." During the Pullman strike he wrote to his friend 
Brander Matthews that he liked "to see a mob handled by the 
regulars, or by good State-Guards, not over-scrupulous about blood- 
shed." 41 His real attitude, as explained by Richard Hofstadter, prob- 
ably reflected a desire to maintain the authority of the state over all 
elements. As a member of the governing class, Roosevelt conceived 
of himself as representing that authority and as vested with an obli- 
gation to maintain it unimpaired. 42 

Still another kind of dangerous internal conflict has been recog- 
nized by leading Americans, perhaps all too seldom. This is racial 
and religious conflict. It, too, received some attention from Theodore 
Roosevelt. He predicted that if we come to look upon one another 
"not as brothers but as enemies divided by the hatred of creed for 
creed or of those of one race against those of another race," our 



304 The Decline and Fall of America 

great democratic experiment on this continent will crash in ruins. 
Most of the time, however, he seemed to advocate a kind of en- 
forced uniformity to compel immigrant nationalities to abandon 
their old loyalties and dedicate themselves with unswerving devo- 
tion to becoming "good Americans." 4S 

At least one of his successors in the White House gave wiser coun- 
sels. To Franklin Roosevelt it was self-evident that no democracy 
could long survive which did not accept "as fundamental to its very 
existence the recognition of the rights of its minorities." He flayed 
doctrines that set groups against groups, creed against creed, race 
against race, class against class, "fanning the fires of hatred in men 
too despondent, too desperate to think for themselves." Such doc- 
trines were used as "rabble-rousing slogans" by Hitler in destroying 
the German republic. But the danger was also one, according to 
Roosevelt, which America could not safely ignore, He denounced 
selfish and partisan groups in this country that wrapped themselves 
"in a false mantle of Americanism" for their own advantage, "trying 
to weaken us by setting our own people to fighting among them- 
selves." 44 

In modern nations, especially, racial and religious conflict and 
intolerance of minorities have often been used to conceal exploita- 
tion or to make it more palatable. Obscure and insignificant folk 
in Nazi Germany were encouraged to despise and persecute the 
Jews as a means of building up illusions of superiority in persons 
who had no genuine basis for such feelings. It was hoped that 
thereby they would forget their own humble status and poor eco- 
nomic condition. According to some Americans, the same danger 
also exists in the United States. Theodore Parker maintained that 
nations come to an end because of their injustice. There are rights 
which nations must keep, "or they shall suffer wrongs." There is a 
God "who hurls to earth the loftiest realm that breaks His just, 
eternal law . . . justice is the unchanging, everlasting will to give 
to each man his right." 45 

The noted apostle of the single tax, Henry George, deprecated 
what he thought was a trend toward rapidly increasing economic 
exploitation in this country. The rich, he believed, were growing 
much richer, the poor more helpless and hopeless, and the middle 
class more nonexistent. Such conditions, he contended, had destroyed 
every previous civilization in history. Increasing political democracy 
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would have saved none of them; for "where there is gross inequality 
in the distribution of wealth, the more democratic the government, 
the worse it will be/' To give votes to tramps, to paupers, to men 
who must beg, steal, or starve, is to invite destruction. 40 It seemed 
to be his thought that such men would regard their votes as of little 
value and would quickly sell them to the highest bidder. Gouver- 
neur Morris had drawn the same conclusion a hundred years earlier, 
but with a different motivation. 

Contemporary writers and statesmen have also been vocal on 
the subject of class exploitation. During the 1930's Henry Wallace 
wrote that an enduring democracy can be maintained only by 
promoting a balance among major economic groups in such a way 
as not to build up "a small, inordinately wealthy class." A chief 
weakness in democracies, he thought, is their tendency to succumb 
to pressures from either the extreme left or the extreme right. The 
same legislators may allow themselves to be stampeded toward re- 
action by frightened capitalists, or less frequently in the opposite di- 
rection by scared workers. Objectives of social welfare may be com- 
pletely forgotten under the influence of pressures of the moment. 47 
In his celebrated Commonwealth Club speech in 1932, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt sounded the keynote of an important aspect of the New 
Deal when he complained that the economic life of the United 
States was dominated by about six hundred corporations, control- 
ling two thirds of American industry. Ten million small businessmen 
divided the remaining third. He warned that if the process of con- 
centration continued at the same rate, by the end of the century 
American industry would be controlled entirely by a dozen corpora- 
tions, run by perhaps a hundred men. He feared that we were steer- 
ing a steady course toward economic oligarchy, if indeed we were 
not already there. 

Exclusive of the philippics of socialism, the sharpest criticisms 
of economic inequality and exploitation were contained in the 
speeches of Robert M. LaFollette. The Wisconsin Progressive went 
so far as to say that only one great issue had ever confronted the 
nations of the world. That was the issue between those who labor 
and those who attempt to control labor "through slavery in one form 
or another." All the great nations of the past, he declared, went 
down in ruin because they attempted to make slaves of the masses 
of men. When a powerful privileged class attempts to benefit itself 
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at the expense of the masses of the people, it ultimately brings down 
upon itself the justice of God Almighty. He feared that America 
was already on the road that other nations had traveled. Monopo- 
lists and profiteers, taking advantage of opportunities created by 
World War I, had produced an inequality of wealth without paral- 
lel in the history of the world. If the poorest of our people were 
not yet as wretched as the starving paupers of other countries, this 
was only because of the much greater abundance of America's re- 
sources. Profiteers and exploiters had discovered long ago that the 
road to unlimited pelf and power lies through control of the gov- 
ernment. They learned that a man may work all his life with his 
hands or his brain and have little more at the end than he had at 
the beginning. But they found that by using the government to 
create privileges, wealth in excess of their fondest dreams could 
be amassed in a few years. For this reason they have been zealous 
to gain control of the national conventions of both parties, the 
Presidency, Congress, and especially of the Supreme Court. 48 La- 
Follette could envisage no remedy except to abolish monopoly and 
privilege and restore government to the control of the people. 

Closely allied with exploitation through special privileges is po- 
litical corruption, though not so universally recognized as a cause 
of the decline of nations. The Fathers generally thought of it as a 
consequence of other evils, which in themselves would be sufficient 
causes of destruction. But as early as 1836 John C. Calhoun affirmed 
that "a state of boundless corruption" is the one condition from 
which there can be no recovery. He thought it a demonstrable les- 
son of history that almost any great evil-piracy, robbery, violence 
of every description-may be followed by virtue, patriotism, and na- 
tional greatness. But where, he demanded, is the example of "a 
degenerate, corrupt, and subservient people" who have ever escaped 
destruction? 49 In his third annual message, Theodore Roosevelt 
declared that democratic government will perish from the face of 
the earth "if bribery is tolerated." Seven years later as temporary 
chairman of the New York Republican State Convention he pro- 
nounced corruption in every form as "the arch-enemy of this Re- 
public, an even more dangerous enemy than the open lawlessness 
of violence, because it works in hidden or furtive fashion." There 
can be no doubt that he meant this, for with his high opinion of 
public authority he regarded anything that weakened the power 
of the state as the equivalent of treason. 
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Senator LaFollette's attitude was no less uncompromising. During 
the first revelations of scandals following World War I, he described 
"corruption from within" as "the gravest danger menacing the life 
of the American Democracy." The responsibility for corruption he 
laid almost exclusively at the door of the big corporations. The evil, 
he said, dates from the time that corporations began to take charge 
of the development of the country. The great railroads and mining 
and manufacturing companies soon learned that it was to their in- 
terest to bring business and government into close contact. They 
sent their agents to the national and state capitals to organize pow- 
erful lobbies and to tempt the representatives of the people with 
bribes and favors. Soon they began buying seats in the legislatures 
and judicial positions. In return they obtained protective tariffs, in- 
valuable franchises, and grants of land, to say nothing of court de- 
cisions that made almost every governmental restriction a depriva- 
tion of property without due process. 5 " For LaFollette it was again 
the old problem of curbing the monopolies by law and strengthen- 
ing the rule of the people by direct democracy and stringent limita- 
tions on the power of the bosses. 

Some formulators of opinion in America have looked with grave 
apprehension upon the growth of population and its concentration 
in cities. We have already noted the Malthusianism of some of the 
Fathers, especially Madison. Jefferson had similar views. "When we 
get piled upon one another in cities, as in Europe," he wrote, "we 
shall become corrupt as in Europe, and go to eating one another as 
they do there." 51 But the most relentless of American Malthusians 
was the dour sociologist from Yale, William Graham Sumner. To 
Sumner the laws of population growth worked out by the famous 
English rector were a virtual Apostles' Creed. "When men are too 
numerous for the means of subsistence," he pontificated, "the strug- 
gle for existence is fierce." Every crime that has ever stained the 
pages of history then becomes possible, for the simple reason that 
a man whose whole soul is absorbed in a struggle to get enough to 
eat will give up his manners, his morals, his education, and will 
stoop to any hideous deed that may be necessary simply to maintain 
existence. With a whole society thus forced to compete for a liveli- 
hood, the bonds of civilization are quickly loosened. Selfishness tri- 
umphs; superstitions flourish; vices otherwise inconceivable become 
prevalent; education and the arts and sciences slowly but steadily 
perish. 52 From so dismal a fate Sumner suggested no way of escape, 
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other than an implicit endorsement of the prudential restraints 
recommended by Malthus. 

That some Americans would vigorously repudiate a Malthusian 
interpretation of the nation's prospects goes almost without saying. 
Henry George and Henry C. Carey turned fiercely on the doctrine 
that the growth of population brings nothing but misery. Can it be, 
the latter demanded, that the Creator has been inconsistent with 
himself? How explain the command to be fruitful and multiply and 
replenish the earth if the inevitable consequence is to be the de- 
scent of men into a sordid struggle for existence, fighting like ani- 
mals over morsels of food? Carey's alternative, we have seen, was 
mutual dependence, with multitudes living together supplying each 
other's wants. 

The optimistic Josiah Strong also rejected the gloomy defeatism 
of Malthus. Though he recognized the dangers of urban congestion 
and deplored the replenishment of populations by the "ignorant 
and degraded" classes, he did not consider the outlook hopeless. 
The way to obviate the evil, he said, is "to elevate the lower classes." 
The higher classes themselves should assume the obligation, "in self 
defense," of raising the level of the lower. This, he contended, would 
provide the really effective antidote to the Malthusian law. "Elevate 
the masses, and the rate of increase of the race will be correspond- 
ingly reduced." 53 

The most rabid, and at the same time the least critical, anti-Mal- 
thusian in America was undoubtedly Theodore Roosevelt. Though 
he also considered overcrowding in cities a dangerous symptom, he 
by no means opposed a rapidly increasing population. On the con- 
trary, he was a vociferous enemy of what he called "race suicide." 
In season and out he clamored for larger families among all classes. 
"The race cannot go ahead," he insisted, "unless the average man 
and woman who are married and who are capable of having chil- 
dren have a family of four children." Upon such people rests the 
whole future of the nation and of civilization itself. "If a race does 
not have plenty of children," he said in a later connection, "or if the 
children do not grow up, or if when they grow up they are un- 
healthy in body and stunted or vicious in mind, then that race is 
decadent," and no quantity of wealth or splendor of material pros- 
perity can make much difference. 54 He did not seem to take account 
of the fact that without a substantial material prosperity for the 
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families concerned, a numerous progeny would be very likely in- 
deed to grow up "unhealthy in body and stunted or vicious in mind/' 
A sizable number of thoughtful Americans castigated imperialism 
as a major threat to the civilization of the United States. Notice has 
already been taken of the objections of John C. Calhoun and Albert 
Gallatin to the expansionism growing out of the Mexican War, and 
of Edwin L. Godkin and William James to the lust for empire inci- 
dent to the War with Spain. Others saw in imperialism of any de- 
scription a danger to the continued existence of the American re- 
public. William H. Seward warned about 1850 that ambition for 
martial fame and the lust of conquest had entered the warm, youth- 
ful heart of the nation. The whole continent and its islands seemed 
ready to fall within our grasp, and fabulous wealth would flow 
through the country like a mighty river. But no public virtue could 
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withstand "such seductions as these/' 55 At the end of the century 
William Graham Sumner complained bitterly that imperialism 
meant giving the lie to the origin of our own national existence and 
throwing the Constitution into the gutter. We could not deny the 
protection of the Constitution to subjects in conquered territories, 
he alleged, without ultimately denying it to our citizens at home. 
Expansion by conquest, therefore, would be a deadly blow to 
democracy. 56 

An even broader and more forceful criticism of imperialism ema- 
nated from Carl Schurz. A nation cannot "play the King over subject 
populations," he insisted, "without creating in itself ways of think- 
ing and habits of action most dangerous to its own vitality." America 
could not permanently govern by arbitrary power millions of people 
with the status of subject populations "without doing ruthless vio- 
lence to the spirit of our Constitution and to all the fundamental 
principles of democratic government." Such a repudiation of de- 
mocracy would germinate conditions of demoralization and corrup- 
tion surpassing any the country "has ever seen, even in the palmiest 
days of the carpet-bag governments in the South after our civil war/' 
Moreover, expansion into other continents would lead to involve- 
ment in the quarrels and jealousies of Old World nations. We should 
soon be in the position of the Great Powers of Europe that have lost 
the ability to determine their own foreign policies. We should be 
forced to watch nervously reports from abroad telling us that this 
nation is increasing the number of its battleships, or that another 
is enlarging its army or multiplying its garrisons in far-away places; 
and we should have to follow suit. Not our own wishes but the 
actions of our rivals would determine how much money we should 
spend and how high our taxes should be. And thus our great and 
glorious republic, which once prided itself upon marching in the 
vanguard of progressive civilization, would deliberately go to the 
rear and take its place among the strongholds of reaction and 
enemies of liberty. 

Schurz was particularly dismayed by that pathological phenom- 
enon under which northern nations were so frequently obsessed by 
romantic longing for the south. One country after another had frit- 
tered away golden opportunities for domestic development in pur- 
suing the mare's nest of tropical or subtropical empire. America, he 
feared in 1898, was about to succumb to the same foolish enterprise. 
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She, too, was in danger of throwing away a glorious destiny in a 
region "where the very sun hatches out the serpents' eggs" of enmity 
to republican institutions. 57 

The most imposing theories of decline ever developed in America 
were those of the two philosophical pessimists of the House of 
Adams. The older brother, Henry Adams, worked out his philosophy 
of history in the early 1900's. He began with the premise that the 
essential ingredient of civilization is energy. Every human activity, 
every human achievement, whether physical, emotional, or intellec- 
tual, requires an expenditure of energy. On the basis of types of 
energy or power available, Adams divided the history of the world 
into four periods. From the beginning to about A.D. 1600 was the 
period of human power, when little but clubs, spears, fire, and a 
few domesticated animals supplemented the power of human mus- 
cle. From 1600 to about 1900 was the age of mechanicaj power 
when the laws of Galileo and Newton made possible the develop- 
ment of the water wheel, the steam engine, and the machines to 
utilize their power. The period of mechanical power gave way about 
1900 to the age of electricity, based upon the invention of the 
dynamo. The age of electricity would be followed about 1918 by 
the age of ethereal power, made possible by the discovery of ra- 
dium. But every expenditure of energy resulted in a diminution of 
the total quantity available in accordance with the law of entropy, 
or the second law of thermodynamics. Adams therefore concluded 
that the world would run down in a few more decades. He esti- 
mated that by 1932, at the latest, the industrial civilizations of Eu- 
rope and America would have lost their momentum and would 
be hurtling rapidly down the road toward impotence and extinction. 
He saw evidence of this in falling birth rates, decline of the rural 
population, growth in alcoholism and drug addiction, and increase 
in nervous exhaustion, suicides, and insanity. He found solace in his 
old age in dreaming of the twelfth century, when unity and sim- 
plicity reigned under the influence of the cult of the Virgin. The 
worship of Our Lady symbolized to Adams the triumph of human- 
ism and charity over the stern realities of the laws of nature. Her 
womanly sympathy and understanding made life livable in a ca- 
pricious and unintelligible world. 58 

Brooks Adams developed a philosophy of history related in only 
moderate degree to that of his brother. He utilized the same prin- 
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ciple of dissipation of energy but in a much more limited way. In- 
stead of a single Western civilization divided into periods in accord- 
ance with the particular form of power available, he recognized a 
number of civilizations, in different areas of the world, each under- 
going development through two successive stages. The exhaustion 
of the particular type of energy characteristic of each stage results 
in its termination. According to Adams, the initial stage in the evo- 
lution of every civilization is a stage of decentralization. The ruling 
classes in this period are warriors and priests, and the keynote in 
terms of the energy employed is fear. Fear generates superstitions, 
and this is the stage when religions multiply, with elaborate cere- 
monies, dogmas, and creeds. But fear also stimulates the imagina- 
tion, and consequently the arts receive encouragement and gener- 
ally flourish. Artist, priest, and warriorcathedral, shrine, and castle 
these were the emblems par excellence of the medieval period, 
the golden age of decentralization. 

The point is eventually reached, however, when the fear emanat- 
ing from warriors and priests loses its magic. The status of the war- 
riors declines as the attack in war masters the defense, and the 
combative instinct becomes less necessary for the preservation of 
life. Meanwhile, increasing materialism germinates skepticism, 
which rapidly corrodes the myths of the priests. Decentralization 
soon gives way to a stage of consolidation or centralization. The 
dominant note of the new stage is greed, and its rulers are a class 
of financiers, speculators, and industrial and commercial capitalists 
whom Adams called the usurers. Everything is now subordinated 
to the economic motive. All individuals are made equal before the 
law, and are forced to compete with each other for the means of 
subsistence. Birth rates decline, luxury increases, and crime becomes 
rampant. But eventually under the stress of intense competition, 
even the power of greed loses its force. The exhausted nation sinks 
into inertia "until supplied with fresh energetic material by the 
infusion of barbarian blood/' 50 

The younger Adams conceived of a world in which the centers of 
civilization were constantly shifting in accordance with the growth 
and decay of industry and commerce. The Roman Empire declined 
when "adverse exchanges carried the bullion of Italy to the shores 
of the Bosphorus," Byzantium fell as the Italian cities rose, and they 
in their turn withered when Portugal established direct communica- 
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tion with India. The opening of the ocean as a highroad to the New 
World established the supremacy of Spain and the Netherlands and 
prepared the way for the Industrial Revolution. The latter central- 
ized the world at London, but only for a time. Thus "empires rise 
and fall, philosophies are born and die, art and poetry bloom and 
fade, as societies pass from the disintegration wherein the imagina- 
tion kindles, to the consolidation whose pressure ends in death." 
Since 1870, Adams maintained, consolidation has been the order of 
the universe. As competition quickens, men consolidate in larger 
and denser masses, for the simple reason that the administration of 
the largest mass is the cheapest. Just as the working of this law has 
produced trusts and other gigantic accumulations of capital, so it 
has produced political agglomerations such as Germany, the British 
Empire, and the United States. Writing in the years 1900 to 1902, 
Adams foresaw the decline of Britain and France and the rise of 
Germany, Russia, the United States, and Japan. He envisaged a 
coming struggle for supremacy in which America would line up 
with Britain against some combination of the others. At the end 
of the first stage of the struggle two great competing systems would 
be left pitted against each other. America, because of her vast re- 
sources, would be one of them. Germany or Russia would be the 
other. He assumed that in the final stage, the garlands of victory 
would go to America but not for long. Nations will exhaust their 
energy in the future as they have done in the past, and centers of 
commerce and industry will continue to shift, carrying civilization 
with them. Perhaps the seeds of empire and culture are already 
being planted on the shores of Asia. 80 

It is often said in our day that Americans as a nation are rushing 
as heedlessly as Gadarene swine toward certain destruction. If this 
is true, it is not because of lack of warnings. Probably no people in 
history has ever been so freely admonished that pride goeth before 
a fall, that corruption and licentiousness degrade a nation, that class 
conflict destroys free government, and that lust for wealth and 
power corrodes the national soul. 

Perhaps too much stress has been laid, however, upon the conse- 
quences of moral failure. Possibly our leaders would have done 
better to direct our attention more to China, India, and Egypt and 
not so much to ancient Rome. Perhaps licentiousness, corruption, 
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greed, crime, and other social pathologies are not the real causes 
of decay but are merely surface manifestations of something that 
lies deeper. Such was the conception advanced by a few of our 
prophets of impending trouble, notably Henry C. Carey and Henry 
Wallace. It has been brought out much more forcefully, however, 
by contemporary conservationists and Neo-Malthusians like Wil- 
liam Vogt, Fairfield Osborn, and Karl Sax. They deplore what Aldo 
Leopold calls the Abrahamic conception of land as something given 
to man to be exploited. They deplore even more the destruction of 
forests, the reckless plowing up of lands unfit for cultivation, and 
the spawning of human offspring in such numbers as to produce a 
threat of "standing room only." They foresee, on the one hand, vast 
areas turned into desert as happened to Mesopotamia and North 
Africa, and, on the other, great empires like India and China, swarm- 
ing with such multitudes of people that everyone is reduced to a 
miserable subsistence. They consider one or both of these fates as 
the majoi pitfall of nations, America not excluded. 
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Chapter Twelve 

The America of the Future 
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"t has seemed to the majority of apostles of the mission of 
America that they should not only affirm their faith in the 
ideal but also recommend some means of giving it reality. Quite a 
few have gone beyond this and drafted plans or produced models 
of a structure of society designed to bring justice and liberty to all 
and thereby to fulfill the national destiny. Some of these dreamers 
have turned for inspiration to European thinkers; others have con- 
structed their plans almost entirely from materials peculiar to the 
American environment. But whatever their source, the schemes de- 
veloped have been as numerous and as fruitful as those produced 
by any other people. 

Perhaps the most conspicuous fact that emerges from any con- 
sideration of views of the future America is the small part that 
Marxian or revolutionary socialism has played in them. On the 
whole, Americans have remained fundamentally capitalistic. They 
have agreed with Henry Wallace in visualizing an America where- 
in all can become members of the middle class, with even the 
humblest worker enjoying the bourgeois benefits of central heating, 
modern plumbing, electric refrigeration, vacation trips, and a col- 
lege education for his children. To be sure, there have been excep- 
tions. James Russell Lowell wrote, in 1884: "Communism means 
barbarism, but Socialism means . . . the practical application of 
Christianity to life, and has in it the secret of an orderly and benign 
reconstruction/' * Some thirty years later the sociologist Edward A. 
Ross aplauded socialism as "simply the later phase of the world- 
wide drift toward democracy." 2 At the end of World War I, Robert 
M. LaFollette announced that he was willing to give individual 
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initiative "its fair chance." If that failed, he would then go after 
government ownership of all "basic essentials/' In the meantime, he 
would not hesitate about government control and ownership of all 
transportation and all lines of communication. 3 

The noted American who made the closest approach to orthodox 
Marxism was probably Thorstein Veblen. The great image-breaker 
wrote at times as if he believed that communism, of a pattern simi- 
lar to the Russian model, held the golden key to the solution of all 
economic problems. He thought that, with the abolition of private 
property, the characteristic of human nature which now finds vent 
in keeping up with the Joneses would "be turned into nobler and 
more socially profitable activities. In his Engineers and the Price 
System, he recommended a Soviet of Technicians to take over the 
economic affairs of the country and operate them in such a way as 
"effectually to take care of the material welfare of the underlying 
population." Guided by consultation with representatives of the 
main subdivisions of industry, transportation, and distribution, the 
Soviet would be able to eliminate virtually all unemployment of 
men and machines, on the one hand, and all local or seasonal scar- 
city on the other. 4 

But Veblen was not quite consistent in his attitude toward social- 
ism. He scoffed at some of Marx's favorite dogmas, particularly 
those pertaining to the class struggle. Denying that class antago- 
nisms are becoming increasingly simplified, he pointed to the fact 
that big capitalism had not invaded the agricultural field or ground 
the small businessman down into the ranks of the proletariat in 
anything like the degree expected by the Marxists. He doubted also 
that advance toward socialism through victory of the workers 
against their employers was in any sense inevitable. He thought it 
just as probable that the workers would continue to be hoodwinked 
into believing in the equity and excellence of the established system. 
Besides, the engineers and industrial experts, who alone had the 
ability to establish a Soviet of Technicians, were "a harmless and 
docile sort, well fed on the whole, and somewhat placidly content 
with the 'full dinner-pail' which the lieutenants of the Vested Inter- 
ests habitually allow them." For these reasons he concluded that 
an organized attack on the existing system was improbable. Pos- 
sibly he was just as well satisfied, for it would appear that his real 




An urgent problem of the immediate future is accommodating the volume 
of traffic on the nation's highways. More and more states are constructing 
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interest lay in industrial efficiency and full employment rather than 
in a dictatorship of the proletariat leading eventually to a classless 
society. 5 

DREAMERS OF DREAMS AND SEERS OF VISIONS 

In 1936 Franklin D. Roosevelt told the members of the Young 
Democratic Club of Baltimore that they ought to thank God if any 
of them were young enough in spirit "to dream dreams and see 
visions-dreams and visions about a greater and finer America that 
is to be." Dreaming dreams and seeing visions has always been 
characteristic of Americans, regardless of age. To countless thou- 
sands America itself has been a dream-of equality, justice, freedom, 
and plenty. Only the failure to realize these objectives quickly 
enough has caused some theorists to develop a sense of grievance 
and to propose radical revisions of the social and economic order 
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designed to usher in immediately a New Jerusalem of happiness and 
prosperity for all. Many of these glittering Utopias were products 
of the first half of the nineteenth century, but an even larger num- 
ber were developed during the age of prodigality and exploitation 
that followed the Civil War. 

The original form of Utopianism in the United States was an 
importation. It was brought in by its founder, Robert Owen, in 
1825, and for a number of years was an important ingredient in 
American thinking. Owen, a successful manufacturer of cotton goods 
in New Lanark, Scotland, turned his attention to the miseries of 
the unemployed in the depression that followed the Napoleonic 
Wars. He came to the conclusion that the chief cause of their suf- 
ferings was the profit system. The collection of profit by the owners 
of industry makes it impossible, he maintained, for the worker to 
buy the things he has produced. The result is overproduction, pe- 
riodic depressions, and unemployment. As a solution, Owen under- 
took the establishment of "cooperative villages," in which workers 
would pool their talents and produce goods for each other's needs. 
At specified times the net income would be divided among all the 
members in proportion to their actual hours of labor. He hoped to 
obtain government assistance for the creation of such villages in all 
parts of the country. Failing in this, he migrated to the United 
States. In 1825 he organized at New Harmony, Indiana, what he 
hoped would become a shining example to all the world of a self- 
sufficient, cooperative economy, entirely invulnerable to the fluctua- 
tion of the business cycle. 

Though the New Harmony project failed, chiefly as a conse- 
quence of sectarian and doctrinal disputes, its founder left a legacy 
of social and economic contributions since recognized as important 
additions to American thought. First was the doctrine that the indi- 
vidual's character is "shaped for him and not by him." This means 
that he is a product of environment much more than heredity, and 
consequently the remedy for vice and crime must be found in edu- 
cation and in reform of institutions rather than in sacraments, pun- 
ishments, and futile attempts to change human nature. The other 
of Owen's contributions was his doctrine that underconsumption 
is the primary cause of depressions. This theory was adopted in part 
by the Marxists and became a cardinal element in the economic 
gospel of the New Deal. 
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Of lesser importance than Owenism, but of greater renown, was 
the second form of Utopianism in America, which derived at least 
part of its inspiration from the Fourierist movement in France. 
Charles Marie Fourier, in the early nineteenth century, worked out 
a scheme for cooperative communities, or phalansteries, in which 
the members would live in hotels with common facilities for cooking 
and laundry, and would find employment in various enterprises 
operated by the community. The members would be encouraged to 
buy stock in the community, and the net proceeds of their labors 
would be divided in the proportion of %2 to labor, #2 to capital, 
and %2 to management. Fourier hoped that eventually the whole 
world would be organized in accordance with his plan. There would 
be phalansteries all over the globe, with a central unit, or Grand 
Phalanstery, in Constantinople. With the population of the earth 
thus federated on a cooperative basis, Fourier believed that all 
problems of depressions, poverty, class conflict, and war would 
automatically disappear. 

Two communities flourished briefly in America in accordance 
with the Fourierist ideal. The first was Brook Farm, established 
in 1841, at West Roxbury, Massachusetts, nine miles from Boston. 
Its founder, George Ripley, a Unitarian minister and Transcenden- 
talist, enlisted the support of a distinguished group of writers, in- 
cluding Emerson, Theodore Parker, Bronson Alcott, Orestes Brown- 
son, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Charles A. Dana, and John S. Dwight. 
Only the last three, however, actually lived at the farm. The project 
was originally of native origins,, an outgrowth of the miscellaneous 
reform enthusiasms of Unitarians and Transcendentalists. But in 
1844 Albert Brisbane, an ardent disciple of Fourier, appeared on 
the scene and succeeded in converting the community to his mas- 
ter's principles. His success was short-lived, however, for in 1846 
a disastrous fire inflicted financial losses from which the enterprise 
never recovered. 

Meanwhile, Brisbane, with the assistance of Horace Greeley, had 
organized another Fourierist project at Red Bank, New Jersey. 
Known as the North American Phalanx, it was designed to provide 
an experience in noncompetitive living for about a thousand people 
who would derive their livelihood principally from employment in 
a grist mill. This experiment also ended in failure soon after the 
destruction of the mill by fire in 1854. Even without the fire it 
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would probably have failed eventually, since Brisbane was an im- 
practical visionary who was so indifferent to the world of reality 
that he could see no essential distinction between American democ- 
racy and the despotism of the Sultan of Turkey. 

The seers and dreamers after the Civil War included a motley 
array of currency reformers, single-taxers, and literary or bourgeois 
socialists. In the ranks of the currency reformers were Greenbackers 
and Free Silverites, who believed that the economic troubles of the 
nation were the result primarily of an inadequate supply of money. 
Claiming that money in circulation had shrunk from $58 per capita 
in 1865 to $17 in 1876, they argued that this meant severe hardship 
for debtors, for farmers especially, who had borrowed money to buy 
land at inflated prices during or soon after the Civil War. What 
was needed now and in the future was an increase in the supply of 
money in proportion to the growth of population. Farmers would 
then receive better prices for what they produced, and as a conse- 
quence would be able to pay off their mortgages and to purchase 
more of the products of industry. According to the Greenback party, 
the supply of money should be increased by the simple expedient 
of printing large quantities of paper currency. 

The Free Silverites, who generally called themselves Populists, 
advocated the remonetization of silver in the proportion of 16 of 
silver to 1 of gold. But both movements had other objectives. The 
Greenbackers demanded an income tax, government ownership of 
railroads and telegraphs, woman suffrage, and the direct election of 
United States Senators. The Populists added to these the advocacy 
of postal savings banks and a single term for the President. Both 
parties went down to defeat, though the combined Populist-Demo- 
cratic ticket polled about 47 per cent of the popular vote for Presi- 
dent in 1896. The major factors responsible for ultimate failure were 
the discovery of gold in the Klondike and South Africa and the 
development of the cyanide process for extracting gold from low- 
content ores. As a result, the currency reformers were no longer 
able to make the valid claim that the supply of gold was insufficient 
to provide for the nation's currency needs. 

Contemporaneous with the Greenback and Populist movements 
was the single-tax movement initiated by Henry George. Born in 
Philadelphia in 1839, George fled from his environment of poverty 
and hardship and found refuge on a sailing vessel en route to Aus- 
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tralia. Upon his return he decided to seek his fortune * in California 
of the gold-rush era. He found no gold, but he got the inspiration 
for an idea that was ultimately to bring him both fame and fortune. 
In California in those days men were scrambling all over one an- 
other to buy up the titles to the choicest tracts of land, hoping to 
sell them later at a fabulous profit. Like a flash, it dawned upon 
Henry George that here was the explanation of increasing poverty 
alongside of increasing wealth. "With the growth of population land 
grows in value, and the men who work it must pay more for the 
privilege." This was the kernel of an economic philosophy that he 
brought to fruition in Progress and Poverty, which he published in 
1879. Though it got off to an unpromising start, its sales multiplied 
until by 1905 they approximated two million copies. 

The strength of the appeal of Progress and Poverty stemmed both 
from its eloquence and from the simplicity of the remedy it offered. 
All that would be necessary would be to levy a confiscatory tax on 
the unearned increment of land values; that is, on the increase in 
land values which comes about from social causes, such as the 
growth of population, the erection of a school, the building of a 
sewer, or the pavement of a street. Since, according to George, this 
tax would be sufficient to defray all the expenses of government, 
the burdens now resting upon industry, trade, and other socially 
useful pursuits could be entirely removed. Consequently, without 
socialism or any other painful reorganization or adjustment, pros- 
perity and economic justice would be vouchsafed to all. 

Nine years after the publication of Progress and Poverty, the most 
successful of America's Utopian romances came off the press. Its 
author was Edward Bellamy and its title, Looking Backward. The 
son of a Baptist minister of Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts, Bellamy 
became impressed with "man's inhumanity to man" on a tour of the 
great cities and peasant hovels of Europe. In Looking Backward he 
etched the portrait of a paradise of opportunity and efficiency in 
the year 2000 which was supposed to have been brought into exist- 
ence by a bloodless revolution about a hundred years before. The 
economic system was a giant monopoly owned and operated by the 
state. The citizens were forced to serve in an industrial army, and 
credit cards secured for them the goods they needed. No person 
could achieve distinction or power by amassing wealth. Instead, 
rewards for ability or special effort took the form of medals and 
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honors or titles of higher rank in the industrial army. For refusal to 
work in accordance with one's faculties the penalty was solitary 
imprisonment on bread and water. The organization of society was 
exclusively economic and military, with nothing resembling a politi- 
cal state. Foremen in the factories had the rank of captain, and the 
superintendents were colonels. Next came the generals of the guilds, 
representing trades or industries, and above them the major-gen- 
erals, "or chiefs of the ten great departments, or groups of allied 
trades." At the top of the structure was the general-in-chief, "who 
is the President of the United States." But the functions of the latter 
were administrative only. Nor was there any Congress or State De- 
partment or courts or police. The society had no need for legisla- 
tion since the fundamental principles upon which it was founded 
had settled for all time the "strifes and misunderstandings" which 
formerly called for the enactment of laws. Courts and police also 
had been rendered unnecessary by the elimination of the economic 
motive responsible for crime. 

Though it had not the phenomenal success of Progress and 
Poverty, Bellamy's romance found a place on the shelves of at 
least a million readers. Moreover, it led to the growth of a National- 
ist cult dedicated to the propagation of the author's ideas. The first 
Nationalist Club was organized in Boston in 1888. Others quickly 
appeared in many parts of the nation. In two years the leaders of 
the movement claimed no fewer than one hundred and twenty-seven 
clubs in cities as far apart as New York and San Francisco and 
Philadelphia and Minneapolis. But the crest of the wave soon 
passed. By 1896 the great bulk of the Nationalists had been ab- 
sorbed into the Populist party. Yet the fact that such a movement 
could have struck a sympathetic chord in the hearts of millions of 
Americans is profoundly significant. For Bellamy's socialism came 
perilously close to being totalitarian. With its compulsory service in 
an industrial army, its, "coordination" of culture, and its abolition 
of the judiciary, it left very little scope or protection for individual 
liberty outside the area of freedom of economic opportunity. Dis- 
illusionment with capitalism, however, seems to have been suffi- 
ciently deep to have caused many people to attach more importance 
to equality of economic opportunity than they did to freedom of 
mind or freedom of expression. 

When Looking Backward was published in 1888, one of the first 
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to acclaim it was William Dean Howells, who was destined to pro- 
duce in later years some Utopian works of his own. Howells was 
the son of a poorly paid, Ohio antislavery editor. Under the neces- 
sity of working to supplement the family income from the age of 
nine, and with very little formal education, he rose by sheer bril- 
liance to become editor of the Atlantic Monthly and one of the fore- 
most novelists of his generation. Not until the 1890's, when he was 
past fifty years of age, did he become a socialist. He published his 
two socialistic novels, A Traveler from Altruria and Through the 
Eye of the Needle, in 1894 and 1907, respectively. But it was a so- 
cialism far removed from the Marxist variety. It involved no sym- 
pathy for the class struggle or for the interests of laborers apart 
from those of the rest of society. During the Homestead Steel strike, 
Howells wrote to his son that the workers were "playing a lawless 
part, and that they must be made to give up the Carnegie property." 
Expressing pity for the "poor wretches of Pinkerton detectives," 
who were "so shockingly used" after their surrender, he thought it 
would have been "much better if the Homesteaders could have suf- 
fered the Pinkertons to shoot them down unarmed." Then they 
would have had "the power of martyrs in the world." e 

The socialism of Howells owed far more to William Morris and 
to Bellamy than it did to Marx. The influence of Morris is reflected 
in a distaste for the ugliness of the Industrial Revolution, In Al- 
truria, for example, the use of steam was abolished, and the water 
wheel was the exclusive source of power. The resemblances between 
Altruria and Bellamy's dreamland of A.D. 2000 were numerous. Both 
would come into existence through a peaceful revolution. Accumu- 
lation and concentration would be carried so far that only a single 
economic combination would remain. Perceiving the illogic of 
leaving this in private hands, the people would vote to transfer it 
to the state. Both Bellamy and Howells believed in the principle of 
payment in accordance with needs, which for all practical purposes 
would mean equality. Both conceived of an essentially noneconomic 
society, with competition for financial gains eliminated, and with 
distinctions rewarded by a sense of duty performed or by badges 
and decorations. 

But the land of Altruria lacked the compulsive elements of Bel- 
lamy's paradise. There would be no industrial army with its military 
discipline and imprisonment on bread and water. Howells as- 
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sumed that men would work cheerfully, willingly, and even eagerly 
at the tasks which all would share for the production of common 
necessities. He seems also to have placed a higher premium upon 
leisure and enjoyment than did the author of Looking Backward. In 
Altruria the working day was only three hours. After that the citizen 
was free to devote himself to pleasure and sport or to intellectual 
and artistic pursuits. Nearly everyone lived in country villages, and 
traveled to the city on special business by electric expresses operat- 
ing at a speed of 150 miles an hour. Mills and shops were beautiful 
as well as useful. They looked like temples rising from leafy bos- 
cages beside the streams which furnished their power. 

SOCIAL ENGINEERING THE PLANNED SOCIETY 

As previously indicated, American political and social thinking 
underwent a revolutionary transformation about 1880. Previous to 
that time the dominant note had been the importance of the free 
individual pursuing his own happiness in a competitive world. His 
rights, privileges, and opportunities were generally regarded as pre- 
eminent over everything else. To be sure, the welfare of society was 
also a consideration. But this was supposed to result as a by-product 
of the pursuit by individuals of their enlightened self-interest. The 
more actively they competed with one another for the choicest 
morsels at life's banquet, the greater would be the enhancement of 
the common good. Of the utmost importance was the reduction of 
the state to a minimum role in this process. It should be little more 
than an umpire or referee to enforce the rules while the multitude 
of competitors pursued their game of getting there first and seizing 
the most. 

The new attitude developed by liberals and reformers about 1880 
proposed to change all of this. From being acclaimed as the law of 
life, competition was degraded to a law of death. More important, 
the state was given an expanded role. Instead of being limited to 
the negative functions of preserving order and protecting life, lib- 
erty, and property, it was exalted to the positive role of an agency 
for social engineering and economic planning. Its functions as a 
policeman would pale into insignificance compared to its activities 
as educator, protector of the weak and unfortunate, and promoter 
of prosperity and the general welfare. 
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This revolutionary change was symbolized by the organization of 
the American Economic Association in 1885, with its platform re- 
pudiating economic individualism and endorsing positive assistance 
by the state as an indispensable condition of human progress. But 
it was still necessary that someone should develop an underlying 
philosophy or basic pattern for the new attitude. This office was 
fulfilled by two distinguished thinkers of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, who provided the rationale for new govern- 
mental policies and gave voice to the hopes and needs of bewildered 
citizens. The first of such philosophers was Lester Frank Ward, 
and the second was John Dewey. Both were apostles of social en- 
gineering. They believed firmly in progress and in the ability of 
man to conquer his problems by exercising his intelligence upon 
them. Their deity was science and their gospel the scientific method. 
They argued that nature is one, and that the entire universe is gov- 
erned by identical laws. The principles that guide the astronomer, 
physicist, or chemist in his researches are fully applicable to the 
social, political, and economic realms. 

Lester Frank Ward was a good exemplar of his own precepts. 
Though possessed of an education of dubious value, he became an 
authority in such disparate fields as sociology, geology, psychology, 
and paleobotany. He had no sympathy whatever for the negative 
attitudes of the classical economists. Intelligent men, he contended, 
have never followed the practice of letting nature take its course. 
The artificial is infinitely superior to the natural, and the whole 
tendency of civilization is to render everything artificial, "which 
means more and more perfect." The transfer of functions from pri- 
vate to public control is a process, he added, which has been going 
on from the earliest stages of history. And of all the enterprises 
brought under the control of the state, every one has been managed 
more wisely than it had been before under private interests. Ward 
was far from insisting upon complete socialism. "The question in 
each case/' he said, "must always be, Is the age ripe for this change?" 
He suspected, however, that the strength of established custom 
would nearly always mean that the change would be too long post- 
poned. He feared no loss of freedom from the extension of govern- 
ment control. In fact, he maintained that individual freedom could 
come only through social regulation. This, he argued, was inevitably 
the case, since unrestrained competition invariably led, sooner or 
later, to powerful and greedy monopolies. 7 
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In order to achieve the purposes of social engineering, Ward be- 
lieved that an entirely new form of political organization would 
have to be devised. This would be what he called sociocracy, and 
he maintained that it would be superior not only to autocracy and 
aristocracy but even to democracy. The chief trouble with democ- 
racy was that it was largely party government. Contests for control 
of the government became a kind of game, in which the interests 
of the party were placed uppermost and the public welfare largely 
forgotten. Sociocracy would put an end to this childish play. Meas- 
ures would be considered in a businesslike way without fear, favor, 
or bias. Every proposal would be subjected to a strictly scientific 
investigation, which would actually settle the question of its merits 
or demerits. "In a word, society would do under the same circum- 
stances just what an intelligent individual would do." 

Ward seemed to ignore the fact that the individual is a much 
more homogeneous unit than society is likely to be under any con- 
ditions. He was supposing, however, a far higher level of general 
education than obtains at present. This would be brought about 
through the abolition of poverty and economic insecurity, so that 
every family would have the means to educate its children to the 
full limit of their capacities. The standard of living would be raised 
by a marked increase of both production and consumption. No re- 
distribution of existing wealth would suffice, but production would 
need to be multiplied ten, twenty, or even a hundredfold. This could 
be done by systematic planning and the use of machinery. Ward 
did not shrink from the implications of his materialist philosophy. 
To a large extent he interpreted both individual happiness and 
social progress in terms of comforts and the satisfaction of wants* 
He urged the abandonment of what he called the old privative 
ethics of want and pain and the substitution of a positive ethics of 
plenty and security. Only then would it be possible to dream of 
abolishing the great social evils of ignorance, crime, and war. 8 

John Dewey began writing on social and political problems about 
fourteen years after Ward's death in 1913. Like Ward, he believed 
devoutly in progress, but he denied that it is automatic. It depends 
for its actuality upon human intent and human achievement. He 
deprecated especially the complacent attitude which trusts the 
management of human affairs to "nature, or Providence, or evolu- 
tion,'* on the assumption that no matter what we do, some benign 
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power will underwrite the future for us. He was just as critical of 
the laissez faire attitude in economics. He contended that economic 
individualism had failed by the end of the nineteenth century, and 
no longer existed except in name. Social control is already upon us 
in the form of giant organization of business. Our only choice is 
between accepting the capitalistic control that already exists and 
establishing a new one that will operate in the public interest. 

Although Dewey at one time looked hopefully toward Soviet 
Russia as the Moses that would lead the world out of the wilderness 
of economic confusion, he later decided that neither communism 
nor fascism had anything to offer as models of planning. Both 
claimed to be planned societies; but he argued that a tremendous 
difference marks off the planned society from a continuously plan- 
ning society. The former requires fixed blueprints handed down 
from above, and imposed by physical and psychological force upon 
the entire nation. The latter involves a process of continuous in- 
quiry and investigation to discover the best methods of solving 
present and future problems. The former makes use of "the frozen 
intelligence" of some past thinker, sect, or party cult. The latter 
regards all theories and accumulations of knowledge as tentative 
until verified by scientific investigation: 1 

The styling administration building and the styling auditorium of the coun- 
try's largest automobile manufacturer. General Motors Corp. 
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Unlike Ward, Dewey made no suggestion of a newfangled politi- 
cal system to carry on the work of social engineering. On the con- 
trary, he considered democracy as almost perfectly adapted to that 
end. '"The very heart of political democracy/' he wrote, "is adjudi- 
cation of social differences by discussion and exchange of views." 
Democratic procedure, he contended, necessarily involves experi- 
mentation, investigation, and analysis and testing of results; in other 
words, a close approximation of the scientific method. Determina- 
tion of policies arbitrarily or in accordance with some gospel or 
tradition of the past is not democracy but authoritarianism. 

Nevertheless, Dewey believed that adherence to the scientific 
method by democratic states is persistently hindered by the refusal 
of so many people to abandon their devotion to the prejudices in- 
stilled in them by some secular or religious cult. He maintained that 
adequate knowledge already exists for dealing scientifically with 
such problems as crime and war. But we persist in thinking of such 
things in "prescientific moral terms." Instead of acting -upon the 
knowledge we have of human behavior, we categorize people as 
"good" or "evil" and long to keep the former on our side and to 
punish the latter. Punishment, revenge, retribution, however, are 
antiquated concepts with no foundation in science. The urgent 
need, according to Dewey, is for training the citizens of a democ- 
racy in an appreciation and understanding of the scientific attitude. 
Then only will the scientific revolution which began three hundred 
years ago be brought to fulfillment. Great as have been the social 
transformations of the past, "they are not to be compared with 
those which will emerge when our faith in scientific method is made 
manifest in social works." 10 

The germ of the idea of government intervention to promote 
prosperity or to foster the development of some particular branch 
of a nation's economy is an old one. A few years before he died, 
Madison wrote that canals, railroads, and turnpikes were not only 
the criteria of a wise policy but causes of national prosperity. He 
thought that a government that failed to provide them was recreant 
to its duty. 11 Hamilton considered a large public debt as the in- 
vigorating principle of a nation. Since it would exist in the form of 
bonds, it would provide extra capital as a spur to economic activity. 
Trade, manufacturing, and agriculture would all benefit from it, 
since there would be more capital to carry them on. A United States 
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Bank, he contended, would serve similar purposes. Gold and silver 
used simply as money are essentially "dead stock/* but when de- 
posited in banks, to become the basis of a paper currency, "acquire 
life, or, in other words, an active and productive quality." Hamilton 
estimated that a bank can procreate as money two or three times 
the quantity of gold and silver in its vaults. The reason for this is 
that every loan which a bank makes is listed as a credit to the bor- 
rower on its books. In many cases the borrower does not collect the 
money, but transfers his credit to some other person to whom he 
has a payment to make. In this way "the credit keeps circulating, 
performing in every stage the office of money/' 12 

Hamilton's doctrine gained general acceptance, if not in his own 
time, at least a century later. An interesting reaffirmation of it came 
from the pen of William Allen White in 1916. In one of his edi- 
torials he said: "Kansas is the only state in the Union that is out of 
debt and should be ashamed of it. ... The credit of a great state 
like Kansas should not lie dormant, unused, so long as any per- 
manent improvement necessary to the wellbeing of its citizens re- 
mains unachieved." 13 

Advocacy of positive governmental action even to the extent of 
economic planning has punctuated nearly every period of United 
States history. It was an element, of course, in the American System 
of Henry Clay and in the philosophies of Henry Carey, Simon 
Patten, and Thorstein Veblen. It was a staple ingredient in the plat- 
forms of the Greenback, Populist, and Progressive parties. Yet 
advocacy on an extensive scale did not assume capital importance 
until the depression of 1929. The great debacle of that year and 
the years following revealed the hopeless inadequacy of the nega- 
tive state and brought to the fore a galaxy of critics of the old eco- 
nomics and proponents of remedies for the unexpected disaster. 
Many were officials in the new administration that came into power 
in 1933; but at least one occupied a completely independent posi- 
tion as an intellectual authority in his own right. He was Charles A. 
Beard. 

After resigning from Columbia University in 1917, in protest 
against administrative tyranny, Beard had produced books and 
articles by the score on political and economic subjects. As early as 
1932 he advanced the contention that modern nations must of neces- 
sity resort to planning. Technology is the basic factor in their civili- 
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zation, and technology can make no headway at all without first 
establishing a goal or purpose. Beard denied that there was any- 
thing Russian about the origin or nature of planning. He asserted, 
on the contrary, that planning was anathema to the Bolsheviks until, 
facing the task of averting starvation and restoring their broken 
industrial system, they abandoned Marx, adopted the scientific 
management of Frederick W. Taylor, "and borrowed foreign tech- 
nology to save their political skins." Planning was already well 
established in the United States. It was exemplified by the rise of 
the budget system, the work of the Bureau of Standards, and the 
thousands of boards or commissions for municipal planning in pro- 
gressive American cities. 14 

Beard did not stop with mere advocacy of an idea. He went on 
to suggest a means of implementation. He recommended the insti- 
tution of a National Economic Council, under the authorization of 
Congress. Represented in the council would be all the great indus- 
tries that have attained a high degree of concentration, together 
with the various organizations in agriculture, labor, wholesale and 
retail trade. The original function of the council would be to serve 
as a kind of federal convention, like that of 1787, to draw up an 
economic constitution for the approval of the voters. To facilitate 
the establishment of the program., the Sherman and Clayton acts 
would be repealed. All industries of a high degree of concentration, 
or approaching that status, would be classified as businesses "af- 
fected with a public interest*' and therefore subject to the same 
extent of regulation as is already required for public utilities. Asso- 
ciated with the National Economic Council would be a Board of 
Strategy and Planning, whose prime function would be to survey 
the resources and productive capacity of the country and plan the 
production of consumers' and capital goods. Such would be the 
central or over-all arrangement. 

Each industry associated with the National Economic Council 
would also have its own organization. It would be set up as a syndi- 
cate of affiliated corporations, resembling a holding company, "with 
large directorial and service powers." Dividends would be limited, 
and any surpluses earned would be used to pay bonuses and to pro- 
vide reserves for unemployment resulting from accidents, tempo- 
rary shutdowns, technological changes, and depressions, "if any." 
In some fashion, idle and absentee stockholders would be induced 
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or required to exchange their shares for 3 per cent bonds, and the 
capital stock would be transferred largely to the directors, managers, 
and employees of the several corporations. Beard maintained that 
this program could be put into operation "without violating a single 
American economic tradition." Indeed, he thought more generous 
treatment could be given to stock-and-bond-holders than is usual 
in cases of bankruptcy and reorganizationas if divesting stock- 
holders of their shares in the largest and most flourishing corpora- 
tions in America could be compared to a proceeding in bank- 
ruptcy. 15 

The popular and dynamic President who assumed the reins of 
power in 1933 was an exponent not so much of economic planning 
as of the welfare state. He had a deep conviction that the govern- 
ment must do something to mitigate the sufferings of the under- 
privileged, but his mind did not run to fixed economic blueprints. 
He preferred the method of trial and experiment from day to day, 
comparing himself to the quarterback who knows what the next 
play is going to be but does not know the one after that or any of 
its successors. As late as 1936 he informed the people in a fireside 
chat that "private enterprise is necessary to any nation which seeks 
to maintain the democratic form of government." Nevertheless, he 
did pay homage to the general idea of planning. Even before he 
became President he told a Governors' Conference at French Lick, 
Indiana, in 1931, that "in the long run, State and national planning 
is an essential to the future prosperity, happiness and the very exist- 
ence of the American people." He continued to advise caution, how- 
ever. In his Commonwealth Club address in 1932, he said that the 
government should assume the function of economic regulation 
"only as a last resort," to be tried when private initiative <c has finally 
failed." Later in the same year he expressed the hope that govern- 
ment interference to stabilize business and industry could be kept 
to a minimum, "limiting itself perhaps to wise dissemination of in- 
formation." 16 In the first months of his administration he still seemed 
to think little more would be required for restoring health to the 
economy than curtailment of agricultural production, spreading the 
work in industry, and currency-tinkering to raise the prices of raw 
commodities. 

Most of the ideas on economic planning that distinguished the 
New Deal came not from Mr. Roosevelt but from his subordinates 
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and advisers. Indeed, it is astonishing to note the extent to which 
they disagreed with him, especially on restricting production and 
sharing the work. Perhaps the boldest and most original of the 
advocates of economic planning was Jerome Frank. In two works, 
bearing the titles of Save America First and Fate and Freedom, 
Frank warned of the danger that an unregulated economy would 
end in chaos or in some form of totalitarianism. But one example 
of regulation he sternly rejected. This was redistribution of existing 
national income without any attempt to increase production. This 
he denominated the fascist method. Instead of it, he would raise 
production above the 1929 level and raise it again with each suc- 
ceeding year, allocating the major portion of the increase to those 
with meager incomes. Like Charles A. Beard, he would establish 
an economic parliament or council through which the necessary 
cooperation of business in planning production for the future would 
be secured. He would supplement this by constant lowering of 
prices, by government construction of public works at high wages 
to prevent the supply of labor from glutting the market, and by 
government purchases and distribution to counterbalance insuffi- 
cient earnings and wages. By such expedients he believed it would 
be possible to create a good life for all Americans without upsetting 
political democracy, without destroying producers' property in small 
factories, shops, and farms, and even without affecting the property 
rights of "ordinary investors in giant corporations/' By the exercise 
of intelligence, he believed that we could steadily reduce the work- 
ing hours of the great majority of our citizens and arrive at a goal 
resembling the leisure society of which Sir Thomas More dreamed. 
He admitted the remote possibility that this might destroy social 
discipline. If it did so, he was then prepared to advocate the con- 
scription of young men and young women for a battle against the 
evils and hardships of nature in the manner recommended by Wil- 
liam James. 17 

That the Department of Agriculture, during the early New Deal, 
should have been the branch of the government most deeply con- 
scious of the need for planning is not surprising. Agriculture had 
suffered from chronic depression even during the fat years of the 
1920's, when the rest of the economy was booming. Roosevelt's first 
Secretary of Agriculture was as familiar with the problems of the 
fanner as anyone else, from his long experience as a plant breeder 
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and editor of a farm journal, Henry Wallace, however, did not re- 
gard agricultural problems as existing in a vacuum. He thought of 
them more and more as susceptible of solution only in relation to 
the economy as a whole. To relieve depression in agriculture, the 
best of all methods, he argued, would be the creation of sixty mil- 
lion jobs in industry. Not only would this increase the demand for 
agricultural products, but it would entice surplus fanners away from 
the land and enhance the opportunities of those who remained. 
Moreover, by raising the economic status of the poorest ten million 
families it would ensure an annual market for fifteen billion dollars' 
worth of goods and services. 

To provide for sixty million jobs by 1950, Wallace admitted, 
would necessitate a considerable amount of planning and 'a small 
degree of regimentation. But he denied that either would be suffi- 
cient to justify alarm. A certain amount of government control and 
even government operation is as inevitable in a maturing economy 
as is the subconscious functioning of the lungs or heart in a complex 
organism. The issue of vital importance is not government control 
of economic affairs but "which group will be in control of the gov- 
ernment, and whether or not that group will have ulterior purposes 
to serve." On at least one point Wallace sharply disagreed with 

Seeding a Kansas farm at the rate of 150 acres in ten hours. Caterpillar 
Tractor Co. 
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Jerome Frank. He did not believe that a life of leisure should be- 
come the paramount object of economic reform. Too large a pro- 
portion of the people lacked the necessaries of life, he contended, 
to justify our dreaming of a lotus-land of ease and pleasure for the 
foreseeable future. 18 

For four years, from 1933 to 1937, Henry Wallace had as his 
Under-Secretary in the Department of Agriculture Rexford Guy 
Tugwell, one of the original Brain Trusters of the New Deal Tug- 
well had been a student of Simon Patten and had imbibed copious 
draughts from his master's fount of wisdom on such subjects as 
the worthlessness of a competitive economy. Tugwell came to the 
conclusion that a large share of the blame for American economic 
troubles could be ascribed to our efforts to enforce free competition. 
By 1900 it had become apparent that democracy and strict individ- 
ualism were not compatible. But we refused to recognize the fact. 
As fast as cooperative combinations appeared, we denounced them 
as trusts and attempted to put them out of business. The result was 
simply to force them into subterranean channels, where they could 
not be regulated for the common welfare. We thereby compelled 
business to be lawless, or at least hypocritical. On the one hand we 
produced a vast concentration of corporate power, operating in the 
dark, for private benefit; and on the other, dire poverty, the result 
of unregulated exploitation. 

Because of such gross maladjustments, Tugwell considered plan- 
ning all the more urgent. He would repeal the laws against trusts 
and allow business to follow its ineluctable tendency toward con- 
centration. Soon there would be an aggregate of giant combinations 
comparable to the great railroads and the telephone system. And 
they would be just as strictly regulated. Although there would be 
no government ownership, it would be made clear to every business- 
man that it was industry's responsibility "to provide continuous em- 
ployment for all and to distribute purchasing power which will 
enable the public to buy its goods." Nor would agriculture be neg- 
lected. Tugwell envisaged a gradual resettlement of America. Vast 
areas of marginal and semiarid land would be taken out of farming 
and returned to pastoral use. Middle and more western regions 
would be planted in trees, "perhaps wide belts of them to turn the 
wind and temper the climate." Farms would be larger and more 
highly mechanized, and many families now struggling for a bare 
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livelihood on poor lands would be absorbed into industrial em- 
ployment. But this would not mean urban congestion. The govern- 
ment would foster the extension of electric power lines and the 
building of highways so that industry could be decentralized and 
factories could spring up in the villages. It was a shining dream, 
and perhaps more of it has been realized than even Tugwell hoped 
for when he expounded it in 1935. 19 

THE WELFARE STATE 

Without question a close relationship exists between the planned 
or planning society and the welfare state. Yet they are not the same. 
It would seem accurate to say that every advocate of a planned so- 
ciety is also an advocate of the welfare state, since the professed pur- 
pose of social planning is to promote the general welfare. But to 
many who have believed that the state should function as an agency 
to advance the common good, the idea of national planning has been 
anathema. They have criticized it either as impractical or as so 
dangerous to individual liberty that it should never be tolerated. As 
good a spokesman of their point of view as it is possible to find is 
Walter Lippmann. In various works published between 1914 and 
1935, Lippmann acclaimed the provision of economic security as 
"the central task of government, the very heart of statesmanship." 
Democracy will be satisfied with nothing less, he contended, for if 
capitalism is combined with popular sovereignty, the people will 
turn to the government for help whenever capitalism fails to satisfy 
their expectations. "A really imaginative program of Americaniza- 
tion/* he wrote in another connection, "must include a comprehen- 
sive, nation-wide system of health, accident, maternity, old age and 
unemployment insurance/' 20 

Even so, Lippmann repudiated a planned economy as an instru- 
ment of tyranny. Though he told the 'graduating class of the Uni- 
versity of California in 1933 that "deliberate direction of human af- 
fairs is necessary and unavoidable/' further reflection and insight ap- 
peared to convince him otherwise. By 1934 he was ready to con- 
clude that a democratic people cannot embrace a system of plan- 
ning. Insofar as they attempt to do so, they must abandon democ- 
racy. He thought it no accident that wherever planned collectivism 
had been instituted, during World War I and in* the postwar dictator- 
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ships, it had required censorship, espionage, and terrorism to make 
it work. Not only did he regard the regimented society as imprac- 
tical; he maintained that it was not even theoretically conceivable. 
Be the blueprint as grandiose a work of genius as Plato's Republic, 
he said, it cannot be made effective. A directed society implies that 
men will remain satisfied in the station to which some ruler or rulers 
have assigned them. But in real life "men rest content in their 
station only if their interests have been successfully reconciled: fail- 
ing that, they do not fit the design until they have been dosed with 
castor oil, put in concentration camps, or exiled to Siberia." 21 

The germ of the welfare state is an old one in American history. 
It goes back at least to Roger Williams in the seventeenth century. 
The liberal founder of the Rhode Island colony conceived of the 
state as something vastly different from a secular arm of the church 
or a carnal weapon of God to maintain the true religion. To Williams 
it was a public service corporation, a servant of the people to pro- 
vide for their needs. Accordingly, he prohibited primogeniture, stip- 
ulated that the land should be equally divided among families, and 
decreed that prices should be fixed for the necessaries of life in time 
of scarcity. To the government was assigned the responsibility not 
only of caring for the poor and dispensing charity to the incapable 
and to widows and orphans but also of procuring work for the able- 
bodied. 22 From all the evidence Williams seems to have been as far 
advanced in his political and social doctrines as he was in his 
espousal of religious freedom. Except for the archaic language, his 
treatises resemble disquisitions of the twentieth century more closely 
than they do the writings of his contemporaries. Not only did he 
profess ideals of democracy distinctly modem including popular 
sovereignty, universal suffrage, the separation of church and state, 
and the initiative and referendum but he taught advanced con- 
ceptions of international relations. He insisted upon the sanctity of 
treaties, condemned imperialism, and urged conciliation, arbitra- 
tion, and mediation as substitutes for war. 

Although the Founding Fathers are generally classified as ex- 
ponents of an individualist philosophy, they carried over enough 
relics of mercantilism to enable them to approve of a considerable 
measure of government intervention for the public good. Such was 
especially true of Hamilton. As a leader of the conservative revolu- 
tion that brought the Constitution into being, Madison did not favor 
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government assistance to the less fortunate members of society. 
Compassion was due them, he graciously conceded, but not direct 
beneficence. He feared that the persistent tendency of the lower 
classes to increase their own numbers with every improvement of 
their economic condition would wreck any permanent plan of gov- 
ernment intervention for their benefit. But the passing of the years 
seemed to mellow his attitude. In 1820 he wrote: "To provide em- 
ployment for the poor, and support for the indigent, is among the 
primary, and at the same time, not least difficult cares of the public 
authority." He thought the task particularly arduous in densely pop- 
ulated countries. In favored America, where food and employment 
were less subject to failures and deficiencies, government assistance 
would not often be necessary. But some degree of interposition of 
the public authority "is at all times and everywhere called for." 23 

Examples of belief in the welfare state through the remainder of 
the nineteenth and during the early twentieth centuries could easily 
be multiplied. Even Emerson was swept off his feet at one time by 
the collectivist ferment of the 1840*8. "All this beneficent socialism," 
he proclaimed, "is a friendly omen, and the swelling cry of voices 
for the education of the people indicates that Government has other 
offices than those of banker and xecutioner." He deplored the fact 
that in the scramble of parties for offices and plunder, the main 
duties of government were being neglected. These duties he enu- 
merated as instructing the ignorant and supplying the poor with 
work and with "good guidance." 24 

A few years before he became President, Abraham Lincoln set 
forth what appeared to be a definite enlargement of the province of 
government. "The legitimate object of government," he said, "is to 
do for a community of people whatever they need to have done, but 
cannot do at all, or cannot so well do, for themselves, in their sepa- 
rate and individual capacities." Among the things requiring the com- 
bined action of the state he listed public roads and highways, pub- 
lic schools, charities, pauperism, and orphanage. Though none of 
these would represent a wide departure from the orthodox canons 
of individualism, it is interesting to observe his contention "that if 
all men were just there still would be some, though not so much, 
need of government." 25 

A few other individualists of the nineteenth century wrote from 
time to time in a manner suggestive of the welfare state. The too- 
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often maligned prophet of the Gospel of Wealth was one of them. 
In discoursing upon the origin of wealth, Andrew Carnegie pre- 
sented views reminiscent of those of Thomas Paine. The obvious 
creator of wealth, he said, is the community. This comes about 
through increase in the population. Without steadily increasing pop- 
ulation, there can be no great fortunes. "Where wealth accrues hon- 
orably, the great are always silent partners." The railroad magnate 
could never gather his harvest of riches except through expansion of 
settlement into frontier regions and increasing need for the shipment 
of goods. The owner of a steel mill would go into bankruptcy were 
no new railroad lines extended, bridges built, or hotels and office 
buildings constructed. Carnegie modestly refused to deny that 
the men who conceive and administer the factories and railroads 
are exceptional men. He conceded also that their gathering of mil- 
lions is an evidence of ability, foresight, and assiduity above the 
average. For these reasons he would not hamper or restrict their 
money-making proclivities during their lifetime. The millionaire 
himself is usually one of the least expensive bees in the industrial 
hive, and should not be disturbed while gathering honey. But when 
he dies, most of the product of his activity should be returned to the 
general hive, under a drastic system of taxation which will prevent 
wealth created by the community from falling into the hands of 
wastrels and drones. 

Though generally upholding free competition, Carnegie was 
broad-minded enough to see some advantages in government owner- 
ship. There is much evolutionary socialism, he declared, which "we 
Progressives have long welcomed." Municipalization of public utili- 
ties he described as "certainly a step in the right direction." It is a 
proved fact, he said, that cities can advantageously own, operate, 
or lease for definite periods their water, gas, and electric works, 
street railways, and so on. 26 He would, of course, see no such ad- 
vantages in government ownership, operation, or even leasing of 
blast furnaces, coal mines, or railroads, but it is significant that he 
would make a few dents in the ironclad armor of ruthless compe- 
tition. 

As one would expect, the collectivists of the nineteenth century 
were foremost champions of the welfare state. A few exceptions, 
however, must be noted. Both the orthodox Marxists and the Utopian 
socialists maintained that the systems they advocated would usher 
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in such a golden age of justice and harmony that no welfare meas- 
ures on the part of the state would be necessary, save as temporary 
expedients. Actually, in most of these systems the state as we know 
it would disappear. With the elimination of greed and competition, 
men would cooperate voluntarily, and no instruments either of 
coercion or direction would be needed. The majority of the col- 
lectivists, however, recognized the state as a beneficent institution 
and intended not only to keep it but to maximize its functions. For 
example, John P. Altgeld, Governor of Illinois from 1893 to 1897 
and influential Populist at the Democratic Convention of 1896, de- 
scribed government as not merely an essential but a noble institu- 
tion. Its functions, he said, are "to protect the weak, to restrain the 
vicious, to see that justice is done, to perform economic and indus- 
trial functions for the benefit of all, to labor for the elevation of all. 7 ' 
As a statesman, he sponsored some of the earliest laws regulating the 
labor of women and children, abolishing sweatshops, requiring em- 
ployers to compensate injured workmen, and providing for inherit- 
ance taxes, factory inspection, and municipal ownership of public 
utilities. Since the happiness and even the lives of the citizens de- 
pend on these utilities, he held that they should be owned by the 
people themselves, and not left in the hands of a few private indi- 
viduals for their own gain. 27 

The full development of the welfare state did not come, of course, 
until the twentieth century. A few milestones were erected under 
the Square Deal of Theodore Roosevelt and the New Freedom of 
Woodrow Wilson. The former witnessed the enactment of the Pure 
Food and Drug Act of 1906, a Federal meat inspection law, and im- 
portant measures for the conservation of natural resources. The New 
Freedom was exemplified by a graduated income tax law, an eight- 
hour law for railroad workers, the Clayton Anti-Trust Act, a work- 
men's compensation act for government employees, subsidies for 
agricultural and vocational education, and the establishment of the 
Federal Reserve System. But not until the advent of the New Deal 
did the welfare state become a household phrase and gain general 
acceptance as a necessary and desirable program. And no one did 
more to promote such results than the great standard-bearer of the 
New Deal himself. 

For Franklin D. Roosevelt the welfare state was almost synony- 
mous with the word security a fact which is certainly not surpris- 
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ing when one takes into account the condition of the country when 
he became President, But he did not mean security in the narrow 
sense of old-age pensions and unemployment insurance. He identi- 
fied it rather with the broader idea of confidence on the part of the 
masses that they would not have to worry about losing their homes, 
about being ill-fed or ill-clad, or becoming objects of charity. It 
meant also that Americans would have "full opportunity for educa- 
tion, for reasonable leisure and recreation, for the right to carry on 
representative Government and for freedom to worship God in their 
own way." Despite many speeches on the subject, Roosevelt never 
went much beyond this simple but eloquent conception. At the end 
of the campaign of 1940, with a second world war threatening to 
draw us into its vortex, he portrayed his ideal of the future America 
in terms which still revealed a deep preoccupation with social and 
economic security. No words could better describe this preoccupa- 
tion than the ones he employed himself in setting forth his ideal: 
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I see an America where factory workers are not discarded after 
they reach their prime, where there is no endless chain of poverty 
from generation to generation, where impoverished farmers and 
farm hands do not become homeless wanderers, where monopoly 
does not make youth a beggar for a job. 

I see an America where small business really has a chance to 
flourish and grow. 

I see an America of great cultural and educational opportunity 
for all its people. 

I see an America where the income from the land shall be 
implemented and protected by a Government determined to 
guarantee to those who hoe it a fair share in the national income. 

An America where the wheels of trade and private industry con- 
tinue to turn to make the goods for America. Where no business 
man can be stifled by the harsh hand of monopoly, and where the 
legitimate profits of legitimate business are the fair reward of 
every business man big and little in all the nation. 

I see an America with peace in the ranks of labor. 

An America where the workers are really free and through 
their great unions undominated by any outside force, or by any 
dictator within can take their proper place at the council table 
with the owners and managers of business, where the dignity and 
security of the working man and woman are guaranteed by their 
own strength and fortified by the safeguards of law. 

An America where those who have reached the evening of life 
shall live out their years in peace and security. Where pensions 
and insurance for these aged shall be given as a matter of right 
to those who through a long life of labor have served their families 
and their nation as well. 

I see an America devoted to our freedomunified by tolerance 
and by religious faith a people consecrated to peace, a people 
confident in strength because their body and their spirit are se- 
cure and unafraid. 28 

Molders of opinion on political economy in the United States 
have always been in danger of falling between two stools. On the 
one hand, they have attempted to preserve the individualist tradi- 
tion of free enterprise with its emphasis upon the sanctity of prop- 
erty as a condition essential to the maintenance of liberty. On the 
other hand, they have been anxious to encourage the development 
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of the country, to promote prosperity, and to foster the welfare 
of particular classes or favorite interests. Few have ever advocated a 
comprehensive program to remake the social and economic struc- 
ture for the benefit of the whole society. If they have advocated 
economic nationalism, it has been done with a disregard for the 
interests of all but the financiers and manufacturers. If they have 
sponsored agrarian legislation, they have been concerned almost 
exclusively with the welfare of fanners. 

America alone among the principal nations of the Western world 
has never had a strong socialist movement. Even the Christian so- 
cialism of 1885-1910 has virtually disappeared. These facts are 
not traceable solely to the sparse population of the country or to 
its abundance of cheap land. They are offshoots also of a stubborn 
tradition that the individual is sovereign and that to limit his eco- 
nomic freedom is both dangerous and immoral. Our reformers have 
never been able to make up their minds in the difficult choice be- 
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tween the economic liberty of a pioneer age and the public control 
essential in a complex economy. Thus we have had advocates of the 
welfare state proclaiming their devotion to capitalism, and New 
Dealers clamoring simultaneously for suspension of the Sherman 
Act and protection of small business. No doubt loyalty to the indi- 
vidualist tradition has had positive advantages in strengthening civil 
liberties; yet it is not without significance that America lagged far 
behind the nations of Europe in taxing swollen incomes and in pro- 
viding the elemental safeguards against the hazards of unemploy- 
ment, sickness, and disability for the least fortunate but most nu- 
merous members of her population. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

The Mission as Ideal 
and Actuality 
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[t is appropriate that we should now bring together the vari- 
ous conceptions which have made up the American ideal 
of mission and see to what extent they have been realized in prac- 
tice. Looking at the dominant threads which have run through our 
history, we discover that the following have been considered as the 
basic elements constituting our myth of purpose and destiny: 

First: It is our duty to proclaim liberty throughout the world and 
to all the inhabitants thereof. We must even strive on occasion to 
extend the blessings of liberty to people less fortunate than we, 
especially if they happen to be the victims of an oppressor in an 
opposing economic or ideological camp. 

Second: The glory of America is to set an example of equality to 
all nations. We are not as other men are, for we have no royalty, 
hereditary aristocracy, relics of feudalism, or traditions of servility 
and dependence. Here the son of the charwoman or itinerant ped- 
dler has an equal chance with the scion of plutocracy to rise to the 
limit of his ambition and talents. 

Third: America is the home of the truest and most complete dem- 
ocracy to be found in the world. The democratic achievements of 
other peoples were simply foundation stones for the construction of 
the magnificent American edifice. God preserved the American con- 
tinent from discovery until sufficient progress had been made in 
Europe to enable the beginnings to be brought to final perfection 
across the sea. But a nation thus favored has the duty and privilege 
of reading democratic lessons to her backward neighbors, of setting 
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them right when they go astray, and of fighting to defend the demo- 
cratic heritage whenever it is threatened. 

Fourth: America is the most peaceful and nonmilitaristic of the 
leading nations. It has been so from the beginning. The Founding 
Fathers sounded a warning against large military establishments 
in time of peace. With few exceptions, Americans have not glorified 
war or followed the example of degenerate Europeans in extolling 
the military virtues. When they have found it necessary to fight, 
they have gone into battle armed not merely with swords and guns 
but with breastplates of righteousness and shields of justice. And 
with the end of hostilities, they have set a noble example of treating 
their enemies humanely and even generously except, maybe, for 
such benighted peoples as the Mexicans in 1848 and the Filipinos 
around 1900. 

Fifth: America is the exemplar of the highest standard of living 
the world has ever known. This is a source of great satisfaction, for 
it proves our superiority over those nations that still blindly prefer 
the arts and crafts of their ancestors to modern mechanical improve- 
ments. Comfort and luxury open the door to a high civilization, if 
they are not the very essence of it. Americans have demonstrated 
this, and therefore have a call to confer such blessings upon the 
rest of mankind. 

Belief in the uniqueness of the American nation and the consum- 
mate value of its mission seems almost as strong in our own time as 
in any other period of our history. During the campaign of 1952 
Adlai Stevenson declared: "God has set for us an awesome mission: 
nothing less than the leadership of the free world." * In a recent book 
on contemporary affairs Elmer Davis bemoans the horrible pros- 
pects of a possible nuclear war and ends his jeremiad on a grim 
and fateful note. "Whatever happens," he writes, "we must not sur- 
render. That war, if it comes, will be for all we have and are; if 
we value that, we can't give it up, in any circumstances. If we can't 
go on being Americans, we might as well not be at all." 2 In a 
sophisticated age that boasts of its world-mindedness, such ideas 
sound strange and not a little parochial. Moral relativism may be 
pernicious, but to speak in terms of such absolutes as fighting "for 
all we have and are** is to open the door to mutual destruction. To 
insist that we must choose between being Americans and not being 
at all seems equally presumptuous and unrealistic. Any number of 
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alternatives short of preserving our existence as Americans would 
be better than nonexistence. We certainly do not have to go to the 
extent of total victory over our enemy in order to avoid enslavement. 
Such has been the opinion for a long time of the Swiss, the Swedes, 
and the Indians, and it is not without considerable support in other 
countries much closer to the threat of foreign invasion than the 
United States. 

To what extent has America realized her high sense of mission as 
a guide to suffering and oppressed humanity and as a renovator of 
the world? The most accurate answer would probably be: As well 
as any other modern nation. Great Britain's achievement in carrying 
the White Man's Burden has not been a signal success, nor has 
France's mission civilisatrice. The efforts of Soviet Russia to win 
recognition as a socialist fatherland for workers all over the world 
have fallen far short of their sponsors' hopes. Indeed, since the 
brutal repression of the Hungarian revolutionists, this dream has 
practically vanished into the shadows of history. Not every con- 
ception of national destiny, of course, is worthy of realization. The 
Nazi ambition of Aryan supremacy and the Italian nationalist dream 
of making the Mediterranean an Italian lake would fall into this 
category, as would the Japanese dream of a Greater East Asia Co- 
prosperity Sphere and the British boast that the sun never sets on 
the British Empire. Ambitions that reflect greed, racial chauvinism, 
or the desire for power or domination are, properly speaking, not 
ideals at all; yet they have often had a potent influence in shaping 
the course of a nation's history. 

Turning to a consideration of the specific ideals composing the 
American conception of mission, we find difficulty in concluding 
that any have been realized in a degree approaching perfection. 
Liberty, for example, has come to be sicklied o'er with shades of 
interpretation vastly different from the meaning it had during the 
formative period of the republic. To the authors of the Bill of 
Rights, freedom meant primarily freedom of speech and of the 
press and freedom of religion. These were indefeasible rights, be- 
longing to every individual by virtue of his being a reasoning crea- 
ture. Freedom of the press, at least, was assumed to be absolute. In 
the viewpoint of Madison, a supposed freedom of the press which 
admitted of exceptions was not freedom at all. Jefferson took the 
stand on several occasions that liberty to express opinions on any 
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subject should never be restricted unless they break out into overt 
acts against peace and good order. 

But much of this has been changed in more recent years. Men 
are now punished for "conspiring to teach and advocate/' or for the 
expression of ideas which might have a "tendency" to foment revolu- 
tion, to cause riots, or to incite assassination. Freedom during our 
early history also implied reverence for man, a conception of the 
individual as a being entitled to respect, as a creature of dignity 
and worth. But during World War II hundreds of native-born citi- 
zens of the United States were torn from their homes and forced into 
relocation camps solely because of their Japanese ancestry. They 
had committed no crimes, but their presence on the Pacific Coast 
was considered a "potential" danger. Richard B. Morris and Jerome 
Frank have shown how difficult it is for any accused person, under 
conditions of national hysteria, to obtain an impartial trial based 
upon scientific evaluation of evidence. It is not simply emotional- 
ism and prejudice that stand in the way, but the survival of anti- 
quated procedures and an increasing failure to respect the safe- 
guards provided by our constitutional system. 3 

If there is one star in the American constellation which gleams 
more brightly in the eyes of foreigners than any other it is equality. 
In this country, it is assumed, there are no classes, no hidebound 
traditions of servility and dependence, no ancient customs barring 
the way to success in proportion to talent or perseverance. America 
is the land of opportunity, where everyone, regardless of the circum- 
stances attending his birth, has an equal chance to obtain the highest 
honors and rewards that the nation can bestow. 

That the recent history of our country gives evidence of some 
progress along this line, scarcely anyone would deny. Great fortunes 
and large incomes have both undergone a substantial leveling since 
the lush days of the early 1900's and even since 1929. The latter year 
could boast of 513 persons with annual incomes of $1,000,000 or 
more. By 1953 the number had dwindled to 145. In 1900 Andrew 
Carnegie had a net income of $23,000,000 from his steel interests 
alone. At the present time not even the most fabulous of Texas oil 
kings could duplicate that figure after paying his taxes. One after 
another the baronial castles of our large cities and our magnificent 
country estates have been converted into art galleries or charitable 
foundations, or their buildings have been torn down to make way 
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for business establishments or housing developments. The grand 
balls and cotillions of yesteryear, costing as much as a quarter of a 
million dollars apiece, seem to have become a rarity. The top hat has 
been replaced by the Homburg, the cutaway and striped trousers by 
the business suit. The synthetic beads from the five-and-ten look al- 
most as good as the dowager's pearls, while a Cadillac at a moder- 
ate distance is not easy to distinguish from a Chevrolet. 

But the proportion of myth in the American ideal of equality is 
at least equal to the proportion of fact. It is simply not true that 
the surest requisite for the Presidency has been birth in a log cabin. 
Of the thirty-three chief executives to date, only five Jackson, Fill- 
more, Lincoln, Johnson, and Garfieldwere born in circumstances 
that could be described as poverty-stricken. At least thirteen were 
the scions of either moderate or extensive wealth Washington, 
Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, J. Q. Adams, the two Harrisons, Tyler, 
Polk, Taylor, Buchanan, and the two Roosevelts. The remainder de- 
scended from families of about average economic condition. Their 
children knew no luxury and had to struggle for a place in life, but 
they suffered few hardships. A study of the men who have risen to 
the top in almost any other field would probably reveal a similar 
picture. Lester Ward contended that more than 80 per cent of the 
individuals of eminence in every country sprang from the 15 or 20 
per cent of the population able to provide their offspring with the 
advantages of education, culture, and travel. The primary remedy 
for this imbalance is a system of public education which would give 
the children of both rich and poor an equal chance to make the most 
of their endowments. But America still denies a college education 
to nearly 50 per cent of her gifted young men and women because 
they and their parents are too poor to pay for it. 

It has long been the proud boast of those who have presumed to 
speak on behalf of the nation that America is the true home of de- 
mocracy. What they have meant by the term has most of the time 
been perfectly plain. Democracy is a system of political rule com- 
bining popular sovereignty with reverence for die individual and 
respect for the rights of minorities. Such was the meaning it had 
for Roger Williams, for Jefferson and Madison, for Lincoln and 
Emerson, and for Justice Holmes, John Dewey, and Franklin Roose- 
velt. Only from a few agitators and radical reformers like Wendell 
Phillips, William Jennings Bryan, and Robert M. LaFollette did the 
idea of a literal sovereignty of the majority receive strong endorse- 
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ment. But all three were consumed by such a passion for remaking 
society that they could feel little interest in the rights of individuals; 
nor could they show much solicitude for the civilized process of 
eliciting truth from the clash of competing ideas. Even then, they 
were not always consistent. Phillips based his crusade for the aboli- 
tion of slavery in large part upon the doctrine of the Declaration 
of Independence that all men have inalienable rights, while LaFol- 
lette and his collaborators looked with some favor upon propor- 
tional representation. The latter device, by giving a voice to every 
substantial minority, would certainly not strengthen the supremacy 
of the majority. 

Judged by recent developments in our history, democracy in re- 
alization can scarcely be regarded as a perfect epitome of the 
American dream. Reference has already been made to the attenua- 
tion of liberty by our courts under the argument of national danger 
and to judicial sanction of laws trespassing upon the freedom of 
individuals. In comparatively few countries outside the dictatorial 
sphere are the rights of persons so lightly regarded as in the United 
States. Perhaps nowhere else in the free world does the belief per- 
sist so strongly that it is the duty of the government to save people 
from themselves, not merely from evil deeds but even from evil 
thoughts. Comstockism, for instance, still allows our Post Office 
Department to exclude from the mails Lysistrata and the works of 
James Jones, John Steinbeck, and James Joyce. It appears at times 
that we tolerate almost everybody except certain foreigners and 
unpopular minorities. Despite the Fifth Amendment, which many 
people seem to forget is a part of the Bill of Rights, we deprive men 
of their jobs if they decline to answer questions imputing a past 
affiliation with some Communist organization. Notwithstanding our 
plethora of laws, which increase to a staggering total with each 
passing year, we are one of the most lawless of nations. We permit 
all sorts of private organizations to intimidate law-abiding citizens 
and to employ vigilante tactics against them. Racketeers bully and 
threaten labor unions and frequently employers as well. Ecclesias- 
tical authorities prescribe the content of books and plays to both 
authors and publishers and maintain a censorship which operates 
not merely for their own members but for the public at large. Even 
our Presidents commit flagrant violations of the speed limits, en- 
dangering their own lives and the lives of others who use the 
highways. 
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The most serious failure in connection with realization of the 
American democratic dream involves the insistence upon racial in- 
equality. In recent years this concept has undergone considerable 
moderation, but for upwards of a century and a half it held sinister 
sway over the minds of scores of our leaders. They did not often 
proclaim it in public addresses, but in their letters and other more 
intimate writings they admitted their allegiance to it. Even such 
generous and humane spirits as Thomas Jefferson, Theodore Parker, 
and Abraham Lincoln were not immune from its influence. Under 
the effects of Social Darwinism in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries it became fashionable, and Josiah Strong, Ed- 
ward A. Ross, and Theodore Roosevelt shouted it from the house- 
tops. The efforts of anthropologists and other social scientists to 
combat the absurd prejudice availed little. The need for millions 
of men, regardless of race, in the armed services during two world 
wars accomplished somewhat more. The courage of the Supreme 
Court in pronouncing void the old "separate but equal" doctrine in 
public education gave reason to hope that the day might ultimately 
come when inequality would be a relic of the past. Yet many ob- 
stacles remain unconquered. The treatment of the American Indian 
is a standing disgrace. The son of the former governor of Formosa 
was "depledged" by a fraternity in one of our most respected uni- 
versities solely because his membership in the "Chinese race" made 
him an undesirable associate for his Caucasian Mothers." Negroes 
in both North and South are often forced to inhabit the shabbiest 
and most undesirable residence areas and to limit their ambitions 
to the more menial occupations. As for the prospects of desegrega- 
tion in education, a number of the southern states have threatened 
to abolish their public school systems entirely rather than permit 
the Supreme Court's order to be applied in the territories over which 
they rule. 

In the opinion of most of her citizens, no ideal is more character- 
istic of America than devotion to peace. Four years after World 
War II had ended, President Truman pronounced the amiable 
judgment: "We are not a militaristic country. We do not glorify 
the military way" of life. Some nations," he went on, 'liave taken 
greater pride in their military victories than in any other national 
achievements, but it has never been so with us. When we think of 
war, it is with a prayer that the sacrifices our dead have made will 







Despite its weaknesses, the United Nations remains the primary agency for 
world cooperation and the settlement of international disputes. The low, 
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never have to be repeated." Though he doubtless believed these 
statements, their truth may be seriously questioned. We do take 
more pride in our military victories than in any other national 
achievements, with the possible exception of inventions. Our mili- 
tary victories are commemorated by statues and monuments. They 
are celebrated in school histories and on patriotic holidays. After 
every one of our wars, with the single exception of World War I, a 
military hero was chosen President. We do not, as a nation, pray 
that the sacrifices our dead have made will never have to be re- 
peated. Instead, we pray that "these honored dead shall not have 
died in vain," that is, that the cause for which they died shall re- 
main triumphant. But it is still noble and glorious to die for one's 
country. We still think, as Emerson did, that the sacrifice of a gen- 
eration of youth is not too high a price to pay for the defense of the 
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nation or to guarantee victory for some noble endeavor. 

Such views of war did not always predominate. The Founding 
Fathers deplored armed conflict as the most dangerous of all threats 
to national existence. Traces of their attitude survive in the general 
contempt for the military that characterizes American sentiment, 
especially in periods between wars. It is doubtless significant that 
the majority of our most popular novels and plays, from What Price 
Glory? to Mister Roberts and From Here to Eternity, have pilloried 
army and navy life and scoffed at the usages of rank and the whole 
body of traditions of the officer caste. But the outbreak or even the 
threat of war in recent times has been followed by the same un- 
questioning assumptions of national righteousness that prevail in 
less idealistic countries. And while the conflict rages, and usually 
for some time afterward, the air is filled with doctrines of the health- 
giving and ennobling effects of war doctrines as bizarre as any 
that ever emanated from the fire-eating militarists of Europe. No 
one who professes to a knowledge of the intellectual history of 
America can ignore the glorifications of war as an instrument of 
moral and political progress contained in the writings of Theodore 
Parker, Justice Holmes, Alfred T. Mahan, and Theodore Roosevelt. 

Unfortunately, what most acclaimers of America as the personifi- 
cation ot peaceThave wauled has -not^been peace, but security and 
nafionaTaH vantage. Tvlot a few have conceived it as our mission to 
impose peace upon the rest of the world. Such was the dream of 
John Fiske, of John W. Burgess, of Albert J. Beveridge, and of 
Theodore Roosevelt. It was the hope also of Woodrow Wilson and 
Franklin D. Roosevelt that America might become the leader of 
an alliance of victors to maintain law and order throughout the 
earth. The latter, especially, had an almost childlike faith in the 
ability of the United States and Russia to cooperate harmoniously 
and to serve as "sheriffs" in stamping out lawlessness and aggres- 
sion wherever they might show their heads. When the Russians 
balked and developed aggressive designs of their own, the idea of 
the Big Three as "sheriffs" of the world gave way to the "contain- 
ment" policy of the Truman regime. But the dream of active inter- 
vention to negate the results of conquest and to liberate subjugated 
peoples did not die. As recently as February, 1957, our chief dele- 
gate to the United Nations issued a declaration that the United 
States refused to accept with indifference the situation which Russia 
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had created in her satellite states. The American people, he asserted, 
would not reconcile themselves to "the relentless Soviet assault on 
human dignity and freedom." A few months earlier, when revolt 
flared in Hungary, numerous Americans found themselves chafing 
in frustration because their country was not able to play a militant 
role in breaking the yoke of oppression. 

Probably the element in the American concept of mission which 
has come nearest to fulfillment is the goal of a standard of living 
unparalleled in the rest of the world. When one looks at the sta- 
tistics of averages, one can hardly avoid the impression of amazing 
progress. The gross national product, for example, increased from 
104 billion dollars in 1929 to over 400 billions in 1956. In 1929 the 
national income was 88 billion dollars and in 1955 more than 320 
billions. Of these totals, labor received 58 per cent in 1929 and 69 
per cent in 1955. 4 Making full allowance for the decline in purchas- 
ing power of the dollar, it is estimated that the average individual 
was 53 per cent better off in 1955 than he was in 1929. Yet even this 

Many Americans believe that the hope of the world lies in raising standards 
of living in underdeveloped countries. Shown here is the Hirakud River dam 
in India, for which technical assistance has been provided by the United 
States. It will eventually irrigate 2 million acres. ICA 
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pleasing picture was not without some blemishes. A recent survey 
by the Industrial Commissioner of the State of New York shows 
that one family out of eleven in the United States has an income of 
$1,000 per year or less, while one out of five receives $2,000 or 
less. Included in the latter category are some 30 million persons. 
To be sure, many of the heads of such families are disabled and un- 
employable. A still larger number are farmers. But one half are em- 
ployed wage-earners who must struggle to support their dependents 
in cities and towns in the face of a steadily rising cost of living. 

Despite the criticisms enumerated above, there is little intrinsi- 
cally wrong with the ideals themselves that make up the American 
concept of destiny and greatness. They are objectionable mainly to 
the extent that they imply a swaggering conceit and consciousness 
of superiority over other peoples. Almost any exaggerated vision 
oflTglbribus destiny or noble calling is likely to result in fostering 
illusions. The world has recently witnessed the spectacle of British 
statesmen attempting to salvage imperial interests by methods remi- 
niscent of the gunboat diplomacy of the nineteenth century just as 
if the Union Jack still waved over three fourths of the globe, and 
nationalism were a relatively civilized force confined to the con- 
tinent of Europe. America is no less immune from illusions that 
cloud her vision. After every orgy of foreign intervention, she must 
reckon with isolationists who yearn for policies of self -containment 
and withdrawal from involvements with perfidious Europe. Equally 
self-deluded are the exponents of a "tough" policy who believe that 
force is the only language our opponents can understand. Their con- 
stant fear seems to be that Uncle Sam will be "played for a sucker." 
They would therefore limit foreign aid to the provision of weapons 
for our allies and to the establishment of bases from which we can 
threaten potential aggressors. 

All such illusions are the natural fruit of an excessive emphasis 
upon national pride and sense of mission. As long as we believe that 
we are God's anointed and therefore endowed with superior virtue, 
we are likely to close our eyes to current realities and return to some 
dream world of a glorious past. While some of us fancy that we can 
ignore the squalor and misery in the rest of the world and build a 
surging prosperity within our own borders, others dote on the idea 
that we can dictate to other nations and stand for no nonsense from 
powerful rivals. The two groups are about equally oblivious of the 
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revolutionary changes resulting from the decline of our friends in 
Western Europe, the bid of Russia for world supremacy, and the 
revolt against privation and foreign domination in Africa and Asia. 

That a strongly developed sense of mission should blind a people 
to numerous realities seems almost unquestionable. So firmly con- 
vinced have we been of the lightness of our ideals that we delude 
ourselves into believing that our prejudices have validity also. The 
authors of our Bill of Rights and the Declaration of Independence 
were slaveholders. Our Great Emancipator could express almost in 
the same breath his abhorrence^ of slavery and his repudiation of 
social equality of Negroes and whites. Our attitudes to this day, on 
many fundamental issues, are contradictory and ambivalent. We in- 
sist upon democracy in government but ignore its importance almost 
everywhere else. The average employee of- a corporation, for ex- 
ample, or the average teacher in a school or college, is as completely 
at the mercy of an oligarchy as if Jefferson or Madison had never 
lived. We take for granted freedom of publication of novels and 
plays but accept a rigorous censorship of the mails and of TV and 
the movies. We boast of our devotion to the ways of peace but give 
medals of honor to our champion killers and spend more than half of 
our national revenue in preparation for new wars. The ambiguity of 
our national position was perhaps never more glaringly illustrated 
than at the second inauguration of President Eisenhower on January 
21, 1957. In his inaugural address the President lauded peace as the 
foundation of our foreign policy and proclaimed it our sacred mis- 
sion to lead the way toward a warless world. A few hours later he 
rode at the head of a parade bristling with the newest lethal weap- 
ons, which seemed obviously designed to impress the world with 
our military might and our will to use it whenever we think neces- 
sary. 

Purged of its dross of conceit and illusion, the mission of America 
remains one of the noblest expressions of idealism that any nation 
has embraced. What it needs most of all is more wisdom and toler- 
ance in carrying it out. Intelligently applied, its elements of liberty, 
equality, democracy, and peace are the prime essentials to give the 
substance of hope to a tortured humanity. But we must mean what 
we say if our slogans are to have lasting value. We must banish dis- 
crimination, curb lawlessness, enlarge freedom, provide for real 
equality of opportunity, reduce disparities of wealth and income, 
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and make a wiser use of our material and intellectual resources We 
rnus abandon all sympathy and association with imperialism, 
whether prachced by the British on Cyprus, by the French in North 
Afnca, or by our own minions in Guatemala. We must support in- 
erna^a^ zealously; hether Qf ^ ft ^ ^ ^ 

and go out of our way to devise and use every conceivable mean 
fo, peaceful settlement of disputes even if it necessitates some s" 
nfice o vrtal nahonal interests. For example, if we are to demand 
mternatoahzation of the Suez Canal, we must be ready to aZt 

a a vo ^ f Ae ^^ CaMl - At the * * we2 

or Tatfrr t agement militam nati nalisms that wo ld sooner 
or later eventuate in expansion and conflict. Both nationalism and 
imperialism are obsolete in the contemporary world 
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In this world of anxiety and conflict, no need is more urgent than 
that of disarmament. In the final analysis the most effective means 
to this end is an international regime of law and order. Few nations 
will consider disarming in the face of uncertainty and danger. But 
the perfection of world organization can scarcely be expected in 
the proximate future. Short of it, some country must set the example 
of a bold initiative even at the risk of impairing some fancied secur- 
ity. Words like "security" are largely meaningless anyway when two 
powerful enemies possess substantial equality in weapons capable 
of blowing each other off the map. If either decides to use them, 
virtual annihilation wffl be the fate of both. To go on testing and 
adding to our stockpile more and more horrible instruments of 
slaughter is simply to keep the nerves of the world on edge and to 
magnify dangers. As long as competition in the development of such 
instruments continues, there is always the possibility that some na- 
tion will be goaded by fear or desperation into making use of them. 
Surely, the conclusion of water-tight agreements for the control of 

Through the Golden Gate, America looks out toward the Orient. For many 
years the Pacific Ocean imposed a limit to Manifest Destiny. But since the 
Spanish-American War, Asia has been added to Europe and South America 
as an area in which Uncle Sam has vital interests. Fairchild Aerial Surveys, 
Inc. 
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these weapons should not be impossible. All weapons and engines 
of war are sources of international tension, and means must be found 
for scaling them down to rational levels. If we fail to do so, we in- 
vite wholesale depletion of our national resources, impoverishment 
of our people by inflation and high taxes, and perhaps eventual de- 
struction of freedom and democracy. Though no amount of disarma- 
ment will eliminate all wars, any steps that can be taken to substi- 
tute diplomatic or judicial settlement for the arbitrament of the 
sword will reduce the fears and suspicions that are the chief breeders 
of conflict. 

Finally, it behooves America to recognize the social and political 
revolution now sweeping over Asia and Africa and give it an en- 
lightened direction by providing economic and intellectual assist- 
ance to enable the distressed nations to solve their problems. They 
need the services not merely of agronomists and engineers but of 
sanitation experts, teachers, physicians, and birth control clinicians. 
Famine, disease, ignorance, and excess population are simply differ- 
ent elements in a single pattern of evils. To try to eliminate the 
first two without correcting the others would yield short-term gains 
but would ultimately plunge the countries concerned into deeper 
trouble than ever. We must grasp the truth that the time has gone 
by when the white race can enjoy a monopoly of prosperity while 
the colored peoples languish in squalor and poverty. To complete 
undertakings of the sort described would involve the expenditure of 
perhaps half the cost of our current armaments program; but it 
would bring us more genuine security than all the atom and hydro- 
gen bombs ever manufactured. It would be a venture truly in keep- 
ing with the spirit and traditions of our nation a mission with at 
least a respectable chance of making the name of America an in- 
spiration to men forever. 
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